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WARNING! tus soon contains... 


*present in some illustrations as well 
** The rating dog’s name is Caution. He’s a very good boy. 


IMPLIED: 


Themes of suicide, Self harm. 


RARE USE OF / MINOR DEPICTIONS OF: 


Substance abuse, Foul language, Crude/Inappropriate humor 


OCCASIONAL / MILD DEPICTIONS OF: 


Guns*, Gun violence, Existential themes 


FREQUENT / HEAVY DEPICTIONS OF: 


Horror elements*, PTSD, Depression, Trauma, Religious 
themes*, Discrimination, Cosmic horror 


VIVID DEPICTIONS OF: 


Body horror*, Violence, Broken bones, Gore, Potentially 
unreality inducing scenes, Torture, Kidnapping, Child 
endangerment, Manipulation, Gaslighting 


This book also contains subject matter that intentionally tries to mess 
with the reader in ways (some transcending the narrative) that may 
cause discomfort or anxiety for some. 


Know your limits and adjust accordingly! 


Kai-vas-it-a: 

“A strong, yet unexplainable and unique sense of comfort that’s felt in 
certain people when presented with something otherwise disturbing, 
depressing or frightening, felt especially in those who are experiencing 
major life changes or recovering from traumatic events.” 


A GUIDE TO THE GARDEN MULTIVERSE 


A simplistic universe classification system created by Claus I.O. 
For any further inquiries, please see me at my office in 
universe AG58D. 


A Class: 

Desolate universes containing only one thing or a small collection of 
things (an asteroid, star, solar system, etc) with nothing but void 
everywhere else if only ranked A. (Nothing bigger than a galaxy.) 


B Class: 

Universes filled with nothing but, or a lot of the same thing, 
sometimes floating alone in space (Nothing bigger than a galaxy.) Some of 
these universes can seemingly repeat areas over and over, making them 
rather confusing to traverse. 


C Class: 

Universes that have fused with other universes. (Not to be confused 
with Q class, where the universes are linked in a way but still 
separate places) 


D Class: 
Dark era universes. These universes are typically found on the outer 
edges of the multiverse, fading into akyliss. 


E Class: 

Universes with mysterious, seemingly man made structures. These 
structures are formed on their own alongside the universe. E class 
universes are typically abundant with said structures, but not always. 


F Class: 

Universes affected by anomalies (Warning in effect.) Once the threat 
is resolved, or it’s been determined that the universe is no longer at risk, the 
class is removed. Universes with this class should be avoided at all costs. 

This class is assigned by M.U.E.C.I.F (Multi-universal Enigma 
Containment and Investigation Force.) All questions regarding F class 
universes or anomalies should be sent to them, not me. If you wish to get in 
touch with them, they can be contacted on almost anything by dialing o#0. 

(Please note: even though nymtrotts are counted as an anomaly, due 
to how widespread and relatively easy they are to deal with in early 
infestation stages, they do not mark a universe 
as F class for the sake of not oversaturating the classification.) 


G Class: 

Universes with some sort of universal atmosphere surrounding 
everything that slowly expand from a point outwards. Easiest to spot by a 
colored void instead of a black one (in some cases clouds will form.) 


H Class: 
Universes that have been created artificially, either by a god or some 
other type of being/thing. 


I Class: 

Universes that (usually) have a constant gravity everywhere in them 
and no other planets. (Imagine an infinite, flat planet.) They’re the most 
common type of universe and are almost never classed as a single letter. 


J Class: 
Extremely small “pocket universes,” ranging from the size of an 
average main sequence star to a single room. 


K Class: 

Universes that are created from a ‘spark’ of ximorenis and explode 
outwards from a single point, creating empty spaces between matter. K 
class universes are usually densely filled with stars and other celestial 
objects, but not always. 

There is three types of K class universe; accelerated expansion, 
decreasing expansion, and standard expansion. Accelerated K class 
universes expand at a rate which causes them to be torn apart, decreasing K 
class universes expand at a rate so slow it causes gravity to collapse it in on 
itself, and standard K class universes expand at a non-harmful rate. 

Standard expansion K class universes are the most likely to have 
intelligent mortal life in them out of all universe classes due to the optimal 
conditions they create and their longer lifespan. 


L Class: 
Universes with one of a kind properties that are prevalent enough to 
be classed on their own. 


M Class: 
Universes that are still in early stages (Primordial era), and are still 
in the process of being formed. 


N Class: 

Late degenerate and black hole era universes. (Once the universe 
enters it’s dark era, it’s considered D class.) 

N class also applies to any universe that is destroyed, dying or 
collapsed, but can’t be classed D. 


O Class: 

Universes where everything survives from a single object called a 
“core”. If the core gets destroyed the universe collapses in on itself. What 
the core is can vary a lot, but there’s two main types: 

- OType1: 
A universe where the core is a large, sun-like celestial object. 

This celestial object is usually the centerpiece of the universe, often 


being at the very center or some other obvious place. This is the most 
common type of O class universe since they’re typically more stable. 
- Otype 2: 

A universe where any object could be the core. In universes like 
this the core could be anything from a paperclip to a planet’s moon. 
Anything the universe cannot survive without is considered a core. 

This type of O class can sometimes have multiple cores as well. 
In cases like this, the universe will become more and more unstable 
the less cores there are. 


P Class: 

Universes that show life-like properties or are “alive” in some other 
way. While not actually considered living beings since universes don’t have 
souls, these can very closely mimic a living creature in the way they behave. 


Q Class: 

Universes that are directly linked to another universe (if the universe 
it’s linked to dies, it dies.) 

This class tends to go hand and hand with type 2 V class. (Not to be 
confused with C class, where multiple universes have fused into one.) 


R Class: 

Universes that are constantly changing their classifiable traits, but 
stick to a few set rules. While not recommended to traverse, it’s still very 
possible to venture into these universes. 


S Class: 

Ruleless universes in constant chaos that are near impossible to be 
properly classed due to their constantly changing traits. Things commonly 
happen for absolutely no reason, and logic is an afterthought. Best to be 
avoided. 


T Class: 


Waterworld universes or any universe that contains 
disproportionately more water/liquids than solid ground/air. 
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U Class: 

A universe from a different timeline. This can be either a different 
version of an already existing universe, or a completely new one that’d only 
exist in said timeline. 

These universes are purely speculative, but some theorize more 
powerful beings would be able to access them. 


V Class: 
V class universes are universes that you can stumble into by doing a 
certain action or going to a certain place. There are two types of this class. 
- VType 1: 

Constantly moves between universes and appears within them 
(Sometimes appearing in set conditions). They’re usually smaller and 
can be walked into without knowing. 

These are theorized to be stray universes from a dead, nearby 
multiverse known as “The Grey Multiverse”. This theory is heavily 
accepted, as our multiverse appears to be in the process of colliding 
with it. 

- V Type 2: 

Acts similarly, but stays in a set location in the multiverse. 
Rather than the universe itself appearing within other universes, 
doing a certain thing in a specific spot, touching a certain object, etc 
will take you to it. It’s usually pretty noticeable when you end up in a 
type 2 V class universe. This class commonly goes hand and hand 
with Q class universes. 


W Class: 
Universes of multi-universal importance. (Major places in 
the multiverse.) 


X Class: 


A universe that’s been discovered, but is yet to be or cannot be 
fully classed. 
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Y Class: 

A universe confirmed to be belonging to/from another multiverse. 
The few accessible universes under this class are all, as it stands now, N 
or D class. 


Z Class: 

A universe with many incomprehensible properties, anything ranked 
Z class on its own or first is completely incomprehensible and should be 
avoided at all costs. 


Universes commonly have more than one of these properties. The 
order of letters is always determined by which classifications are most 
important and prominent. For example, a universe with unknown 
properties that could be potentially dangerous would have X as its first 
letter, while a universe with unknown properties that are of minimal 
concern would have X as its last letter. 


The number in the middle of a universe’s name is determined by the 
average number of universes it is from the center of the multiverse. 

“Ruins of reality” (NLCZ983270A) is the farthest and “The Stardust 
Palace” (WHGAJ1K) is the closest. The center of the universe, “The Genesis 
Sea” (ZXLSMoZ) usually isn’t counted because of its complete 
incomprehensibility and absolute inaccessibility. 

(These numbers are estimates based off the age of the universe, and 
are used in order to distinguish between universes that would otherwise 
have the same name. Under no circumstances should the number be used 
to determine where you are relating to the rest of the multiverse, as it'd be 
redundant.) 

Type 1 V class universes and Y class universes are an exception to this 
and are given ‘#’ instead of a number. Any universes that are unable to be 
classed under this for whatever reason and aren’t type 1 V class or Y, use *?’. 


The letter at the end of a universe’s name determines what type of life 
exists in it consistently and is the most relevant. 


A: None 

B: Only visitors from other universes 

C: Only settlers from other universes 

D: Only one to ten beings 

E: Plants 

F: Animals 

G: Sapient creatures 

H: Civilized creatures 

I: A dominant sapient species 

J: Celestial creatures 

K: Gods 

L: A dominant sapient species and divine creatures, no gods. 

O: A dominant sapient species and divine creatures with gods. 
M: A mortal species that’s accomplished space travel 

N: A dominant sapient species that’s capable of leaving it’s solar 
system/region 

P: A species that’s able to fully harness it’s sun/core 

Q: A species that’s able to fully control it’s solar system/region 
R: A species that’s able to fully control it’s galaxy/sector 

S: A species that’s able to fully control it’s universe 

T: A species that’s able to exit it’s home universe without the use of gates 
U: A mortal species that’s capable of dethroning gods 

V: Artificial life 

W: Used to have life 

X: Unknown 

Y: Nymtrotts (this should be saved for exclusively nymtrott hives and 
heavily infested universes) 

Z: Beyond comprehension 


(The most prominent trait takes priority, a universe cannot have 2 
letters at the end.) 
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I hope this guide both assists you and keeps you safe during your 
travels throughout the multiverse. Remember, everything is subject to 
change as things shift over time and we learn more about the reality we live 
in, especially in unprecedented times like these. Please make sure to check 
in every once and a while and get an updated copy of this guide! 


Good luck and safe travels! 


PROLOGUE 


There is something crucial to know about life. More specifically; its 
creation. 

The chances of it happening spontaneously are so, unbelievably, 
mindbogglingly low, that the exact chance of it occurring is considered not 
only highly unlikely- but a mathematical impossibility as well, it rounds out 
to a good 0% chance. 

And this chance was pretty consistent, even in distant multiverses. 

And this was most certainly true for The Garden Multiverse. 

The Garden Multiverse existed far away, not so distant in physical 
space, but instead unfathomably distant in time, so much so that any unit 
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of time used to measure the difference between your present day and it’s 
genesis would quickly lose meaning, dissolving into numbers so large and 
complicated that only the most obsessed mathematicians could bother to 
understand them. (If you’e curious, yes, this takes place in an actual year. 
The number is huge and not precise by any means, but it has a name. It’s 
been affectionately called “googolbell.” It’s a very cute name for a very big 
and scary number.) 

The Garden Multiverse, and how it operates was so fundamentally 
different in nature, that if you were to somehow visit it- if you didn’t already 
violently cease to exist due to general, severe compatibility related issues, 
you'd find yourself unable to even understand even the most basic of 
colours and shapes that existed there. 

Yet if you were able to put aside everything that made our own reality 
understandable to you, even just for a moment, and put yourself in the 
shoes of someone who lived there instead- you'd find it eerily familiar, and 
maybe even find someone not too different from yourself. 

If it was truly possible to compare your reality with this one like it’s 
possible to translate between two differing languages, there’d be a few, 
perhaps somewhat haunting similarities. So, for the sake of simplicity, we'll 
be viewing the following as if it’d been translated between said languages, 
and everything was really how it seemed. 

Most beings in The Garden Multiverse believed in a definitive origin 
to all life, and for good reason, there was a pattern to it after all. Enteri, the 
god of chaos created greater gods, which went on to create angels and lesser 
gods; which would create their own lesser angels and of course, the base 
work for the humble mortal. It was only right to assume creation gods like 
Enteri had a creator as well. 

In The Garden Multiverse, all life had a soul, and all life was created 
by other life in one way or another, intentional or not. It was a simple, yet 
consistent rule, one of the few the reality as a whole had, really. 

Now, let’s revisit that chance we talked about earlier. It’s impossible, 
yes, but it is still most certainly a chance- just one so small there’s no need 
to prepare for a new, unexpected household member to materialize into 
existence anytime soon. 

What there was absolutely no chance of though, was life being created 


by The Genesis Sea. 

The Genesis Sea was the chaotic birthplace of all universes in The 
Garden Multiverse, and existed at its very center. The very thing it was 
made of, ximorenis, was so incomprehensible and dangerous that it was no 
wonder why life couldn’t exist there. 

It was a true, non rounded, cold, hard, 0% chance. No matter how 
chaotic and unknowable it was, any life somehow formed in the sea would 
be destroyed within the very instant it was created, never getting a chance 
to exist at all. The only thing certain about the sea was its sheer, 
unchanging inhospitality. 

But that was about to change today. 

Somehow, within the waves of turmoil and the dissonant harmony of 
everything all at once, something truly terrible had been brewing. And it’d 
been brewing for a very long time. 

Shaped by eons of thunderous creation and woven by the ebb and 
flow of time, it finally reached the surface, and breached, successfully being 
formed by the sea. 

It remained where it was for a minute or two, idling, as if reality itself 
was unsure what to do with such a wretched thing. 

Suddenly, a bright flash, another spark from the eternal fire of the sea 
ignited into a new universe, and expanded just within an arm’s reach of the 
newly formed abomination. 

The force of the expanding universe hit it directly, harder than any 
conceivable thing possibly could. 

And somehow, inexplicably... 

It began to think. 

Through some twist of fate and a turn of the tide, a peculiar, 
dangerous series of events that’d make or break reality as everybody knew 
it had just begun. 

Though, nobody had noticed it quite yet. It was merely the beginning, 
after all. 

Nearby- somewhere much, much safer; Serenus, queen of the 
multiverse, and goddess of order, sat in Her palace and watched over the 
many realms in Her domain. 

The hallways of Her home, The Stardust Palace, gleamed like 


iridescent diamonds as newly formed universes glowed just outside of Her 
windows. They created waves of colour and light that danced across the 
walls elegantly like the northern lights dance across the sky, and erupted 
like fireworks. 

Just beyond the fiery glow of new matter lay The Genesis Sea, but it 
never frightened Her. The sea and its endless tides of creation were hardly 
of concern to Her. They were often out of sight and out of mind, and 
rightfully so. Chances for Her to worry about it were very few and far 
between. 

After all, nothing but ximorenis was supposed to exist there, and 
anything else would’ve been destroyed immediately, so why should it 
bother Her? 

She leaned back in Her seat and tried to relax for the first time all day. 
She’d been very busy fixing various points in spacetime and was only just 
catching a break now. 

It felt like the longer time went on, the more common and worse 
these problems became. Universes would often become out of sync with 
each other for seemingly no reason, creating time delays between them, and 
occasionally, universes would even end up fusing with each other. 

Worst of all, She couldn’t even begin to guess what was causing any of 
it. It was incredibly tiring. 

She rubbed Her face with Her hands, and took out a mirror from Her 
desk. Her silvery eyes looked tired and Her pale blue hair was a mess, but 
aside from that, she didn’t look too stressed. 

She put Her feet up and tried Her best to relax. 

Serenus wasn’t exactly your typical queen, or woman in general. 
While Her main outfit wasn’t anything too wild, being a midnight blue toga 
decorated with patterns of light blue, white and bronze, Her other 
accessories could be considered rather bizarre. 

She wore a bronze necklace with a sapphire pendant, three bronze 
bracelets on Her left arm, and a bronze plate of armor on Her right 
shoulder, which matched Her helmet. The helmet was especially weird, 
having a curved horn and covering Her right eye, all held in place by a chain 
that went around Her head. 

It would probably seem rather inconvenient to a mortal like you, but 
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logic rarely applies to divine fashion. Besides, Her vision wasn’t limited to 
what Her eyes could see. 

Serenus herself was also quite different, in more ways than one. She 
had light grey skin and Her lower body was like a lion’s, having the legs and 
tail of one. The fur was the same colour as Her hair and both Her claws and 
fingernails were bronze. 

As She sat there, She heard the approaching pitter patter of small, 
excited paws on the floor. Her son, Eno ran up to Her and began to tug on 
Her clothing. 

Eno was only a toddler, being created about 30 decillion years or so 
prior, which would seem like a lot, but is really only three or so zenithic 
years; the usual format of time for a creation god. 

He looked similar to her, having the same eyes, skin colour, hair and 
lion-like features (which were more kitten-like thanks to his age.) But His 
hair was a lot shorter and messier, and He wore a simple tunic which was a 
lighter shade of blue. He was tremendously small and a bit chubby, but 
surprisingly light. 

Around His head He wore a bronze crown with two dull horns on the 
front. Serenus’s sibling Enteri got it for Him and He’d often pretend He was 
a bull and ram into things when He wore it. It annoyed Her to no end, but 
He cried whenever She took it from Him, which was even more annoying. 

She decided to just try and give Eno the silent treatment until He got 
bored and went away, but He persisted. Whatever it was, He was especially 
excited about it. 

Defeated, She huffed and looked down at Him. “What do you want?” 

He smiled then happily hopped up and down. “Mommy mommy 
mommy! Kitties! Come see!” 

Serenus buried Her face in Her hands. Eno, like any child, often made 
things up. Sometimes, He’d imagine things and beg Her to come with Him 
so He could ‘show Her it. She found this especially annoying, but She 
wasn’t in the mood to shout at Him for it. 

She crossed Her arms, growing increasingly tired of Him. “Is it a real 
cat or a made up one?” 

“Real! Real! Two of them! Come on!” He tugged on Her clothes even 
more. 
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She absolutely wasn’t in the mood for His antics when she was this 
stressed. “Just leave me alone! Go play, I’m busy.” 

“Pleeeease?” 

“No! Leave me be!” 

Eno let out a sad moan and walked down the hall, dragging His tail 
across the floor. 

Finally alone, Serenus found Herself still feeling frustrated and tired. 
The smallest things could often rub off on Her, and She was prone to 
crankiness. So, before Her mood got any sourer, She got up to make some 
tea for herself. 

After a few agonizing minutes, She had a cup full of tea and headed 
back to Her throne. She leaned back, putting Her feet up on Her desk. 

But before She could even have one sip of Her drink, She heard Eno 
scream loudly from the other room. She let out a frustrated sigh. 

“Oh for stars’ sake...” She set her tea down and turned around to 
shout in His general direction. “What is it now?” 

Eno didn’t answer, and instead kept screaming and crying. 

Getting a little concerned, Serenus got up to investigate. 

The screaming was coming from the balcony that faced The Genesis 
sea. She couldn’t think of one thing that’d cause Eno to scream that much, 
Her palace was a safe place and She doubted a cat could cause that much 
trouble. But it was Eno after all, and He seemed to have quite the talent 
when it came to getting Himself into precarious situations. 

She walked down the hallway towards the balcony. There was an 
unsettling, powerful aura in the air. 

When Serenus reached the door, Eno was still screaming, but She 
could hear something else on the other side. It sounded like... something, 
but She wasn’t sure what. It sounded almost like some sort of demon, but 
distorted in horrible, confusing ways. 

She carefully opened the door to the balcony and Eno ran past Her as 
fast as He could possibly go, catching Her off guard. She’d never seen Eno 
that scared before in Her life. Whatever was out there must’ve truly 
terrified Him, and what could possibly scare a creation god? 

Growing more concerned by the second, She slowly walked through 
the door. 


And that’s when She saw it. 

On the ground was easily the most horrific thing She’d ever seen in 
Her life. It was every colour, every shape and form imaginable. It kept 
contorting and fluctuating in and out of comprehensibility in terrifying, 
unpredictable ways. An utterly deafening sound was coming from it, it 
sounded almost like metal being bent and scraped. 

At first, She had no idea what it was, but as it began to take shape 
more and more She realized what type of creature She was dealing with. 
Using the mind reading abilities that every creation god had, She was able 
to get some vague information about it. 

It called itself Neowise, and it was something that shouldn’t’ve been 
alive, a stain upon reality itself. An enemy, a traitor to everything She 
wanted for Her multiverse. Something from The Genesis Sea which would 
cause irreparable damage if She allowed it to live. 

It must’ve been trying to kill Eno, because now it was reaching for 
Her, it’s hand distorting and reshaping, trying to kill Her too. 

It touched Her leg and pain went all through Her. She yelped and 
stood back. 

It was muttering something now weakly, almost as if it was begging 
Her for something, but Serenus knew better than to fall for that. Without a 
second thought, She tried to smite the wicked beast. 

She struck it with a bolt of light as hard as She possibly could, and it 
howled in agony, its thoughts weakening as it destabilized further. But it 
still refused to die. She smited it again, and again, and again, causing it to 
break apart, but it just wouldn’t give in. 

The parts of it that had stayed intact began to take a more stable, yet 
horrifically amalgamated form and slowly stood up, supporting itself on 
several tangled and deformed limbs. Serenus prepared to fight, but instead 
of it attacking Her again like She expected, it ran past Her and into the 
palace. It must’ve been going after Eno instead. 

“Oh no you don’t!” She yelled. 

She hit it while it ran, putting it under a specially crafted curse She’d 
come up with on the spot, one to tear its very soul apart. No matter what it 
was made of, no creature could survive with a destroyed soul. 

It cried in pain and fell over, rolling a few times, and began to distort 
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even more. The curse was working. It got up again and ran in the opposite 
direction. 

She chased after it down the hall and it whipped around the corner, 
slipping on the floor as it did. 

It was heading straight for the entrance to Her palace, the one which 
She used to travel to other universes. It was going to escape. 

She tried to smite it again but missed, shattering a small vase across 
the room instead. Without looking back, it leapt through the doorway and 
vanished. 

“Damnit!” shouted Serenus. She punched a nearby wall, sending a 
cloud of sparkling dust into the air. 

There was no following it now, the doorway took whoever went 
through it to any location they thought about while inside it. It'd be 
impossible to figure out where it went now that it’d gone through. 

Neowise was now free to wreak havoc in the multiverse, Her 
multiverse, and there was nothing She could do about it. ...Or was there? 

She headed back to the living room, where Eno was hiding behind a 
bookshelf, shivering, and headed to Her desk. Things were far too dire to 
address Him now, keeping Him and Her multiverse safe were the top 
priority. 

After producing a screen made of light on Her desk and pressing a 
few things, another circular screen appeared floating before Her, 
shimmering like a pool of water. 

She contacted Enteri and They appeared on screen, chaos all around 
Them as usual. 

Enteri was impossible to properly explain; Their form changed every 
day. As the god of chaos, consistency wasn’t Their thing. This time, They 
appeared as a grey, lizard-like creature with four arms and a single eye in 
the center of their head, with extra eyes orbiting all around them. 

They began to speak in a deep, distorted sounding voice. “Hey sis! 
What’s the matter? You seem down.” 

“This... thing just crawled out of The Genesis Sea, almost killed me 
and my son and now it’s free in the multiverse!” 

“What?! How’s that even possible?!” 

“T don’t know, but you have to warn everyone! It’s calling itself 
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Neowise!” 

“Neowtse?!” 

“Damnit Enteri! It’s a monster! Just warn them before it does 
anything else!” 

“What does it look like?” 

“T don’t know, it was shifting between forms so fast I couldn’t tell.” 

“Stars above... I’ll tell everyone I can. Is there anything else you know 
about it?” 

“Nothing. Nothing at all. But if you can get any more information on 
where it went or what it does, please tell me.” 

“Tl do the best I can. Thanks for telling me this!” 

The screen rippled and Enteri vanished. Serenus sat back down in 
Her chair and processed what had just happened, thinking out Her next 
move very carefully. 

While She sat there, She noticed Her tea was still on Her desk, 
completely untouched and exactly where She left it. She picked it up and 
took a sip. 

She sat and lingered there for what felt like an hour. What could She 
do about a problem like Neowise now? How could She possibly make 
everyone see such a thing as the freak it really was? How could She protect 
Her multiverse from something even She struggled to understand? 

Then, she had an idea. 

She looked over Her shoulder, back in the direction of the balcony, 
then glanced back at Her cup of tea. She shrugged, She could always make 
another one later. 

She set the cup down and got up, walking back to the balcony. Eno 
was still hiding, but that was a good thing now, what She was about to do 
could prove to be very dangerous. 

She stepped outside, and thankfully, much like She expected, there 
was still some remnants left from Neowise, parts of it that’d broken off 
when she smited it. 

There was the smallest fragment of a soul still within them, with 
hardly a consciousness to it’s name. It was withering, struggling to keep 
itself and what was left of it’s body together. It was just as alive as a chicken 
with it’s head cut off, but it could prove itself useful if She was patient. 
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She carefully picked up the remains. They stung Her hands a little, 
still a little unstable on the outside, but She simply ignored it. Using Her 
powers, She fused the pieces back together, reuniting the scattered parts of 
what was once Neowise’s soul into something new, then set it back down. 

And just like clockwork, it slowly, and weakly began to reshape itself. 
Serenus smirked, feeling somewhat happy for the first time in far too long. 
No, maybe things were under control after all? 

Her creation’s form was unstable, but manageable. She decided to 
quickly read it’s first, rational thoughts to see what She was working with. 

Oh no, no. 

No, that wouldn’t do at all. 

The last thing She needed was another Neowise, She most certainly 
had to change the way it thought. Thankfully, the process would be simple 
once it took a stable form. 

She waited patiently, waiting for it to form proper limbs, proper 
‘anatomy’. As it did, it slowly looked up at Her, it’s thoughts becoming more 
and more intense. 

It weakly began to stand up, but She stopped it, grabbing a hold of it. 
It struggled at first, but it was futile, as it was far to weak to do anything of 
substance. 

Using Her powers once again, She cleared every memory and thought 
from it’s head, burying them so deep within it’s subconscious they'd never 
resurface. Immediately, it went limp, it’s expression hollow and blank. Just 
what She wanted. 

“That’s better.” She said, loosening her grip. “Now, you listen to me, 
you hear? You'll be exactly who I say you are from now on.” 

Her creation looked confused. “And who am I?” 

“You are the antidote, the cure, and you will follow every command I 
give you, or else consequences will follow, do you understand?” 

“1 do.” 

“Now, allow yourself to be reshaped.” 

It quietly nodded, and Serenus, using all Her strength, bent and 
stretched it’s form to Her will. It didn’t protest, and instead listened to Her 
train of thought, better grasping an idea of what form for it She had in 
mind. It was already more than obedient, things were going perfectly. 
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At last, it had the form in which She had in mind for it. It was perfect, 
and wouldn’t raise concerns with the wrong people. Her creation had taken 
the exact shape She’d imagined for it effortlessly. 

She smiled. “Very good.” 

Her creation stayed still for a little while, then spoke. “How did I get 
here?” 

“T created you, just now.” 

“Are you my mother?” 

She didn’t particularly enjoy the idea of another child, especially if it 
was this, but going along with it for now could be helpful in the long run. “I 
guess.” 

“Ok. What am I called?” 

“Your name shall be Esiralla, but who you tell people you are should 
be as ever changing as the turning tides.” 

“And what shall I do?” 

Serenus wasn’t quite sure yet. “Ill think about it.” 

“Ok.” Esiralla stayed exactly where it was, staring blankly. 

“You may move.” 

It got up, and stayed still. It looked pained, and began to lose it’s 
balance, falling over and clutching it’s chest. 

“What is it?” 

Esiralla moaned in pain. 

Frustrated, Serenus repeated Her question. “I said, what is it?” 

“My soul.” 

She picked it up and studied it more closely. It’s soul, thanks to how 
weak it was, was still struggling to keep itself alive. It simply didn’t have the 
energy to fully repair it’s soul and keep itself stable enough to survive. She 
sighed, hating having to do this. 

She gave Esiralla some of her soul’s natural energy, just enough for it 
to live for a while longer until She figured out a more permanent solution. 

Thankfully, it worked, and Esiralla noticeably relaxed. 

It was then that Serenus got an idea. Of course, why hadn’t She 
thought of it earlier? 

She grined. “You're proving very useful after all.” 

“T’m not sure what I did.” 
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“That’s not what matters.” She carried Esiralla off the balcony and 
into Her palace. “It’s what you’ve yet to do.” 
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PART 1 


UNPRECEDENTED 
VOYAGE 


CHAPTER 1 


An ordinary day 


Now let’s skip ahead a little, shall we? 

Some time only a little while later- only about ten or so billion years, 
something unremarkable was happening in a rather unremarkable 
universe. 

Solar systems formed, and so did planets housing life. Life was, 
indeed, special, but so exceedingly common on a multi-universal scale, that 
it could be seen as a rather mundane occurrence after you saw it come to be 
for the hundredth or so time. 

As the gods of this universe began to settle down and created their 
angels and other celestial life, unknown to them mortal life had already 
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made it’s debut in several places. Who was there before them, or where they 
went, nobody was quite sure. 

Some life died out quickly, some unlucky trees of life being wiped out 
by planetary or solar events before it could even form proper plants or 
animals. Others prospered longer, some even walking on land... 

And some even began to look up at the stars and wonder where they 
came from. 

This universe was special, in many ways, but most certainly special to 
something like you. In this universe, things could perhaps seem oddly 
familiar to you. The shapes of galaxies, the positions of stars in the sky, and 
even the looks of some planets could maybe spark a sense of familiarity 
within you. 

And a particular planet was no exception. 

It was a planet like many, a blue orb in a desolate, endless night sky. 
The third planet from it’s yellow main sequence star, a planet with a large 
moon, one large enough to cause tides. A planet which had endured several 
major extinction events, and had a complex evolutionary history. 

A planet which housed a familiar looking sapient species. 

This planet was, of course... 

Not Earth. 

No, this planet was Vesta. 

And despite what someone would probably think, it was unrelated to 
Earth in every conceivable way. All it’s similarities were nothing but pure 
coincidence. After all, with infinite possibilities, some things are bound to 
happen twice, right? 

But of course, anyone should know, life isn’t known for repeating 
itself the exact same way. 

Vesta was a planet that’d been ravaged by disaster only 8000 or so 
years prior. A planet where ‘humanity’ existed not as a powerful planet 
ruling force, but as a dying spark of a once great civilization. 

There, lived a small population of only half a million, living out their 
day-to-day lives. Free of most issues of the modern day, but eternally 
haunted by problems of the past. 

And it was this civilization that was about to be caught in the crossfire 
of quite possibly the biggest change in all of their multiverse’s history. The 
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shape of reality was about to be torn asunder, and it’s ashes would give rise 
to something new. 

The first rumbles of thunder were booming in the distance, a sure 
sign that change was looming over everyone. It wouldn’t be much longer 
now before the dam finally broke, and all hell let loose... 

But none of this bothered Ryan Macapen in the slightest, for he was 
blissfully unaware. 

He didn’t know there was a multiverse, he didn’t know he was about 
to be caught up in something much bigger than himself, and he certainly 
didn’t know this would be the last normal day of his life. All he knew for 
certain was what he was going to do as soon as the school day ended. 

He was tapping his pencil, his eyes locked on the clock in his 
classroom, adding roughly seven minutes to the time in his head since there 
wasn’t a single clock in his school that wasn’t behind somehow. It was the 
last day of school, and the warmth of summer was blowing through the 
open windows invitingly, making everyone anxious to finally leave. 

For now, Ryan was full of the whimsy and promise of youth, his entire 
life laid out in front of him. The world was his oyster, and though he didn’t 
particularly care for oysters (or seafood in general), by god was he hungry 
for what life had to offer. 

The bell rang and he grabbed his things, nearly falling out of his desk 
and ignoring his teacher’s pleas for everyone to slow down. He ran out of 
the classroom and excitedly sped down the hallway as fast as his legs could 
carry him. 

Ryan was just your typical 16 year old Vestian boy with brown eyes, 
rich tan skin, and short-ish dark brown hair- nothing to write home about, 
if writing home about teenagers was your thing, that is. Had he grown up as 
a human being from earth, he would’ve been near indistinguishable from a 
high school’s lineup of jocks. 

Growing up he’d begged his father to have him join just about every 
junior sports team there was, some going arguably better than others. First, 
it'd started with soccer, a sport you really couldn’t go wrong with- just kick 
the ball, nothing to it. However, Ryan soon got bored of the sing and dance 
of soccer, and sought out another sport to try. 

After briefly considering basketball, but realizing he was perhaps a bit 
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too short, he then tried hockey and got four of his (thankfully baby) teeth 
knocked out by a stray puck and decided that was enough for him. After 
this, he set his sights on lacrosse, since it was similar enough and involved 
less slabs of extremely hard rubber being hurled at alarmingly fast speeds. 

He found himself really enjoying lacrosse, or at least, holding the 
stick. Unfortunately, his sister had joined the junior team as well, so Ryan’s 
idea of lacrosse soon became bludgeoning her over the head with the stick 
and getting in elaborate ‘swordfights’ with her. This, of course, got both of 
them kicked off. 

But hitting things with a stick soon gave him an idea for a different 
sport to try- baseball. Ryan tired baseball and immediately fell in love with 
it, joining his high school’s team and quickly becoming the best player they 
had. 

And now, with summer ahead of him, he was preparing for his team’s 
annual miniature ‘season’ against the other schools- which had been 
delayed into summer vacation this year due to several mishaps. 

This, of course, gave him more time to practice, which is exactly what 
he was planning to do in the weeks leading up to it. Maybe this time he’d 
bring home something better than bronze for his team as well? He’d just 
have to wait and see. 

This, along with many things, was why he’d been looking forward to 
summer for so long. But what he was by far the most excited for, was going 
out to see a movie with his girlfriend Lacy. 

He whipped around a corner and headed down the hall to where Lacy 
promised she’d wait for him- in front of her locker. On a normal day, the 
teachers would stop him from running in the halls like this and getting 
himself hurt. However, being the last day of school and all, today was not a 
normal day. 

So naturally, Ryan, not paying attention to where he was going, 
crashed directly into his little brother Albin at top speed, knocking him over 
and causing the several books and sketchbooks he was holding to fly 
everywhere. 

At first glance, Albin seemed like your average introverted 15 year old 
boy who looked alarmingly young for his age. He was rather small, and had 
blonde hair, light skin, pale green-ish blue eyes and a pair of glasses he’d 
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gotten replaced the summer before. 

Like most days at school, he was was wearing a heavy winter jacket 
belonging to his dad. The jacket was a dark grey, and fit him so poorly it 
went down to his knees. It looked odd to most, but he wore it for a very 
good reason. Contrary to what one might think, it hid a lot more than the 
fact his shirt hadn’t been washed in a week. 

Albin got up and groaned, rubbing the back of his head. “What 
happened...?” 

“Oh shoot! Albin!” Ryan lended him a hand. “Are you alright? I didn’t 
see you there, sorry.” 

Albin felt around for his glasses, then picked them up and put them 
on. “Can you watch where you're going next time?” 

“Sorry...” He helped him up, then looked down the hall both ways. 
“Hey I’m looking for Lacy, have you seen her?” 

“Oh great, her again?” 

Ryan looked around again. “I’ve saved up money to go see that movie 
she’s been talking about with her, It’s gonna be fantastic! Don’t tell her 
though. It’s a surprise!” 

Albin, now slightly annoyed, began picking up his things. “Ryan, this 
is a bad ide—” 

“Oh quit worrying! The movie’s not sold out yet! Besides, After this 
me and Lacy are gonna go get dinner, tomorrow Dad’s gonna take us all 
camping, and then I’ll win the season for my team! This is gonna be the best 
summer vacation of all time, I’m sure of it!” 

“And now you've gone and jinxed our entire summer! Seriously 
though, Ryan listen- it’s not the movie I'm warning you abou—” 

“Oh! There she is!” Ryan rudely pushed Albin aside, knocking his 
belongings all over the ground again and rushed down the hall towards 
Lacy. 

Lacy was leaning up against her locker, flipping through her yearbook 
with a pen tucked behind her ear. 

Ryan and Lacy had known each other for the past five months and 
had just begun dating only a few weeks ago. How well it was going was 
highly debatable, but there was no doubt their clashing interests had an 
effect on their relationship. 


34 


The two rarely seemed to agree on anything; Ryan liked baseball but 
Lacy hated sports. Ryan’s idea of a good time was playing video games all 
night, but Lacy preferred just to sit and talk. And whenever Ryan wanted to 
go and do something, Lacy often refused. 

But against all of Albin’s suspicions that the two may be together 
purely because of their looks, Lacy agreed to go see a movie with Ryan. Just 
this once. 

Ryan quickly prepared himself then started walking over. Maybe, this 
time, against all the odds, things would finally work out between them? 
Everything had been going smoothly the past few weeks, surely the trend 
would continue, right? 

Everything was going perfectly fine until Ryan’s school bully and self- 
proclaimed worst nightmare, Connor, walked up and leaned against a 
nearby locker and began talking to her. 

Connor and Ryan had been bitter rivals ever since Ryan accidentally 
took Connor’s ball home back in grade two. The two of them used to be 
equally matched in strength and energy, but ever since Connor hit that 
growth spurt back in grade four Ryan hadn’t stood a chance against him. 

She must’ve been bothering her somehow, she had to be. Lacy would 
be impressed if he stood up to Connor as well, maybe even like him more! 

So without thinking, Ryan gathered his courage, then foolishly 
charged at Connor, shoving him to the ground. 

“Stay away from her!” he shouted. He then turned to Lacy who, oddly 
enough, didn’t seem too pleased with him. “Is something wrong?” 

Connor rose to his feet with a furious look on his face. That was the 
first time Ryan fought back against him in several months, and he wasn’t 
taking it lightly. “You just made your last mistake, Macapen!” 

Realizing he was still, in fact, no match for Connor, Ryan ran for his 
life. But before he got far, Connor grabbed him by the back of his shirt and 
started dragging him down the hallway. Ryan kicked and punched, but all 
his attacks missed Connor. 

“Lacy, help!” he yelled. But Lacy just ignored him. Connor slammed 
him against a locker and held him by the collar of his shirt. 

“Listen here you little rodent! From now on you'd better stay away 
from me and my girlfriend if you know what’s good for you!” 
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Ryan’s jaw dropped. “Girlfriend?! You can’t be serious! Lacy is my 
girlfriend!” He looked at Lacy, who was now standing beside Connor with 
her arms crossed. He gave her an awkward grin. “Right... Lacy..?” 

Connor looked back at Lacy as if awaiting instructions and she 
pointed towards one of the trash cans down the hall. Connor snickered then 
started dragging him over to it. Ryan desperately tried to grab a hold of 
something, anything so he could free himself, but everything was just out of 
reach. 

Connor lifted the lid off the can and held him by his ankle above it. 

“Wait! Wait! Stop!” pleaded Ryan. 

Connor put a hand on his hip and continued to hold Ryan over the 
can. “Alright, say your piece you moron!” 

Ryan wasn’t expecting Connor to actually stop and had to quickly 
think of a response. “Uh- uhm... uhhh- Please... don’t drop me?” 

Connor laughed and Ryan started to nervously laugh along with him. 

“Yeah, no.” And with that, Connor dropped him into the can and 
aggressively slammed the lid down on top of him. 

A few seconds later Ryan felt the can being moved and quickly figured 
out what Connor was about to do. “Wait! Stop! Please! I’m sorry!” 

Connor kicked the can he was in down the stairs, startling a few 
students coming up the steps and causing Ryan to tumble out and go flying 
into the back wall, thankfully not hitting his head on anything on the way 
down. 

Lacy looked down at him with a disappointed look on her face. “Ryan, 
were over.” She then walked off, holding hands with Connor. 

Ryan watched as they walked off, then continued to stare at where 
they once were as soon as they disappeared around the corner. Soon, he 
found himself sobbing on the floor as students awkwardly walked past him, 
trying not to get involved in the situation. 

Yet another failed relationship, one of many. He often wondered what 
he was doing this for, what the point of constantly chasing after partners 
was when nothing ever worked out. Why did they never work? He was the 
best player on the school baseball team! He was in his prime, and all his 
friends on the team had girlfriends! Why didn’t he have one? Why didn’t 
this just come naturally to him? Was something wrong with him? 
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Albin appeared at the top of the stairs to investigate what had 
happened. He sighed and began walking down the stairs. “I told you so...” 

Ryan just continued to sob. 

“God youre a mess...” 

They heard laughter coming up the stairs and both groaned as they 
realized who it was. 

“Come on, they couldn’t even compost you properly?” said Ellie, who 
seemed rather amused with the whole situation. 

Ellie was a 16 year old girl with brown eyes and rich tan skin like 
Ryan. Being Ryan’s fraternal twin, they’d usually look vaguely similar, but 
that’d changed recently when she decided to get her hair dyed black. 

“Oh great, now she’s here...” complained Albin. 

“What happened to him?!” said Ellie as she tried to hold back 
laughter. 

“T think Connor threw him down the stairs... in a garbage can.” 
replied Albin. 

Ellie lifted him up by the back of his shirt. “Heh, on second thought, 
maybe he does go in the garbage.” 

Ryan fished his lucky Uniacke Comets cap out of the garbage and put 
it back on, refusing to look at her while doing so. 

Ellie continued to harass him. “What’d you do this time? Try and take 
your skateboard back?” 

Ryan finally spoke. “He still has that...?” 

“Well, not anymore. He broke it at the skatepark last week” 

“You have to be kidding me...” 

Ellie burst into laughter yet again. 

Albin sighed. “Someone’s in a better mood lately...” 

Ellie noticed what Albin was wearing, and her attention shifted. “Oh 
my god! You’re wearing that again? On a day like this?! I’m surprised you 
haven’t melted yet!” 

Albin was wearing his dad’s coat again, even though it hardly fit him 
and he was visibly hot from wearing it. 

“You know exactly why I’m wearing it!” He shouted. 

Ellie snickered. “So you'd rather die of heat stroke than go to school 
without it?” 
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“And youre not the one being made fun of!” snapped Albin. 

Ryan was surprised Albin still got bullied. Despite his age, often timid 
personality, and his general lack of physical activity, every fight Albin got in 
consistently ended with the other kid taking a trip to the nurse’s office. 

Ryan himself knew from experience, the time he’d gotten a broken 
nose from Albin five summers ago was still very fresh in his memory. 
Nobody knew why Albin was so strong, but there was still an unspoken rule 
to never start a fight with Albin among the siblings for a very good reason- 
it was an unspoken rule written in blood and many, many black eyes. 

Ellie burst into laughter once more. “This is exactly why you two have 
no friends! You're so unbelievably weird!” 

“Like your friends are any better! All they wanna do is start trouble! 
Look, they even made you dye your hair black!” hollered Ryan. 

Ellie gave Ryan an annoyed look. “Dyeing my hair was entirely my 
idea and my choice! Besides, since I met my friends, I’ve felt the best I’ve 
felt in months! They’re great people!” 

“Rittight, because throwing rocks through people’s windows for fun 
makes someone a great person.” mumbled Albin. 

“Shut up Albin!” shouted Ellie. 

“You're the one that started all this!” 

“Pretty sure it was Ryan and his ‘girlfriend’, actually” 

Ryan looked at Ellie in shock. “Me/? Do you think I planned any of 
this!? All I wanted to do was go see a movie with her and now my life’s 
ruined!” 

“Would’ve been ruined anyways, I saw that movie a while back with 
my friends and it sucked! They shouldn't have killed off the main 
character’s parents off screen like that. Plus, the surprise elemental powers 
were terrible.” 

“Ellie! Dangit! I was planning to see it by myself!” 

“Whoops!” she said sarcastically. “Not like it matters anyways, they’re 
sold out!” 

Ryan groaned and gathered his things. 

The hallways were empty now, the busy chatter of the students slowly 
fading as janitors began their circuit around the school. A cool summer 
breeze was blowing in from an open door somewhere. 
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“I guess we should start heading home now, huh...” 

“Well, no point in staying here. Besides, we’d better get going before 
we miss the ferry.” said Albin. “Speaking of... what time is it?” 

Ryan looked over at the nearest clock. “Shoot! It’s 3:07! We’re gonna 
miss it!” 

The group rushed out of the building as fast as they could in a panic. 

Ryan and his family had to take a ferry back and forth to their island 
home thanks to how little people lived in their community. It only went to 
the mainland every three or so hours and stayed for about 10 minutes each 
time. After that, you’d be forced to wait since it was the only safe route to 
the island. 

On the island, you could book the ferry and schedule a time for 
yourself, but the same could not be said for the other way around. The ferry 
would leave at 3:10 and it was about a five minute walk away from the 
school, so they'd have to make a run for it. 

Thankfully, even though Uniacke was the biggest city on the planet, it 
wasn’t a crowded city. So not much was stopping the group of kids from 
cutting a few corners on their way to the ferry. 

They rushed down streets of concrete, around trees and bushes, and 
in between the tall brick buildings covered in ivy that made up the city until 
they reached the dock. 

Cutting it close, they managed to make it to the ferry just in time. 

“Dangit!” said Albin, hardly able to talk from how out of breath he 
was. “Why can’t they just make a button to call the ferry?” 

“And what? Run a wire all the way out to the boat?! Don’t be stupid!” 
replied Ellie rudely. 

After they paid their fare they sat down and finally caught their 
breath. 

The rings of the planet glistened in the sun, a waxing shattered moon 
was visible in the sky, and the only clouds were far out at sea. Despite the 
events that had unfolded, it was still a beautiful day out as if nothing bad 
had happened. 

Ryan buried his face in his hands. “I can’t believe this... Where did I 
go wrong?” 

Albin quickly fixed his glasses and sat up a little. “Well- first of all,” 
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He said, still ever so slightly out of breath. “I’m absolutely sure she didn’t 
actually like you back and was just pretending to be polite. Second of all, 
she’s friends with Connor. You knew that, and you should’ve seen this 
coming. And lastly, ever notice how you were the only person in the 
relationship who bothered planning anything?” 

“Shut up Albin!” shouted Ryan. 

“No, he’s right.” snickered Ellie. “Lacy really was just pretending to 
like you, one of my friends hangs out with her a lot and she was absolutely 
sick of you! Seriously, you're all she complained about for a week! I’m 
impressed you managed to be that much of a loser!” 

“That’s harsh.” added Albin. 

Ryan got up and furiously moved a few seats away from them. “I’m 
sick and tired of you two!” 

“What? I’m just telling the truth!” said Ellie. 

Ryan ignored her. 

The ferry was only a few minutes away from the dock now and their 
home could be seen from behind a few trees. Their house was part of a 
small community which was the namesake of the island, Seatown. 

Only about 15 people lived on Seatown island, and aside from the 
Macapen family, everybody there was old and retired. 

... Unfortunately that meant not much stopped the city from using the 
island as an extra support for a bridge. And as if to add insult to injury, the 
bridge didn’t even go down to the island. But it wasn’t like anybody cared 
anymore. 

The ferry docked and Ryan grabbed his things, getting off without a 
word, not even thanking the ferryman like he usually did. Almost as if 
sensing something was amiss, the ferryman chose not to comment on it. 

Ryan finally arrived at his home and went inside. It was a wooden two 
story house surrounded by massive, old pine trees with a view of the ocean. 
There was a stone path leading across the mossy lawn to the porch. 

The house had a rather odd design to it, as soon as you went in you’d 
be greeted with the living room to your left down a single step, the kitchen 
to your right and a set of stairs going to the next floor right in front of you, 
all in an open area. Since the house was originally supposed to be a cabin, 
all the walls were wood inside and the house had a rather cozy and rustic 
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feel. 

But in almost an act of rebellion against what was typically seen in a 
cabin, the person who designed the house had made the kitchen quite city- 
like compared to everything else. 

The painted wooden floor ended and gave way to the brick flooring of 
the kitchen, where a small counter supported by glass blocks with a jade 
green countertop stood right by the stairs to the next floor. It was so 
covered in random clutter it was basically unusable. 

The only thing left unburied was their father’s set of two way radios, 
which they often used for walks or when they went camping (mostly thanks 
to ‘the incident’ a few years prior, and the countless other times someone 
got lost in the woods), and stood there charging indefinitely until the time 
came to use them. Each one was a different colour and had a number on the 
back, 1 being blue, 2 being red, 3 being green, and 4 being yellow. They 
were dusty now, but that’d soon change with their upcoming camping trip. 

Worn out from everything, Ryan dropped his bag on the ground and 
flopped down on the couch. His father, Christopher, was sitting in his 
armchair, eating some unidentifiable bread product that was probably a 
bagel, but Ryan wasn’t sure. 

Christopher was a single father with brown eyes, rich tan skin like 
Ellie and Ryan, and brown, greying hair. Though whether his hair was 
greying naturally or because of his kids’ antics was always a hot topic of 
debate in their household. 

Upon seeing Ryan he quickly stuffed the last of whatever he was 
eating into his mouth and got up to see what was wrong. 

“Hey! What happened?” He asked, his mouth still somewhat full. 

Ryan let out a hefty sigh and sat up. “Lacy dumped me and Connor 
threw me in the trash.” 

“Sounds like they both dumped you!” Christopher then realized now 
was not the time for his usual witty humor. “Sorry- are you alright?” 

“T guess...” 

“Hey, there’s plenty of fish in the sea! You'll find someone eventually. 
Just you wait and see!” He patted him on the back. 

Ryan frowned. “But dad... this is the 3rd time I’ve been dumped by 
someone this year! Nobody likes me!” 


A 


There was a racket outside and Ellie came flying through the door, 
quickly slamming it behind her and locking it while laughing. There was 
pounding on the door from the other side. 

Christopher gave Ellie a stern look. “Ellie, let him in please.” 

Ellie rolled her eyes and reluctantly opened the door. Albin came 
rushing through, soaked from head to toe and looking rather upset. 

“She pushed me into the water!” he yelled, pointing at Ellie. 

“You're the one that was complaining about the heat!” Ellie snickered. 

Albin restrained himself from punching her, and growled. 

“Ellie!” shouted Christopher. “Go get him a towel and say you’re 
sorry! Albin stay put, you'll track mud and water all through the house!” 

Ellie loudly growled and went to get him a towel. When she returned 
she angrily bifted it across the room at Albin and then stormed off upstairs 
to her room, probably to listen to music. Albin dried himself off then sat 
down. 

“You deserved that.” mumbled Ryan. 

“Excuse me?! I-” 

Christopher cut Albin off before things escalated any further. “Listen, 
the last thing we need right now is a fight. You’ve got the whole summer 
ahead of you, you should be leaving this stuff behind!” 

Ryan didn’t respond and Albin angrily crossed his arms. 

Christopher then noticed Albin was wearing his coat. “Oh Albin! 
Don’t tell me you wore that old thing all day!” 

“Dad... you know what happens when I don’t...” he said quietly. 
“You're going to give yourself a heat stroke! You can’t let people 
bother you like that, kids are just jerks! At the end of the day nobody cares!” 

“Dad—-” 

“Oh come on! At the very least nobody here’s going to judge you! We 
all know who you are! Besides, that coat is absolutely soaked and I'd better 
hang it up to dry.” 

“Fine.” Albin reluctantly took off the coat, revealing his white, bird- 
like pair of wings. 

Albin, supposedly ever since he was born, had wings, and nobody was 
quite sure why. About a year after Ryan and Ellie were born, and only a few 
weeks after Christopher’s breakup with their mother, Albin mysteriously 
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washed up on the shore of Seatown island in a basket. 

Christopher found next to no info about him, only a written letter 
with his name, date of birth, that, according to their father, told whoever 
found him to ‘take good care of him’, and gave absolutely no explanation for 
the wings. 

The only hint at who his parents could be were the initials E.I, but 
after a thorough, days-long search, Christopher found no sign of whoever 
‘E.T was. Because of this, and Albin’s bizarre appearance, Christopher 
decided to take him in as his own. 

After many years of living with him, Albin began to feel very self 
conscious, especially about his wings. Most would consider being born with 
such a thing a gift, but to him they proved to be nothing but a nuisance. 

The wings, of course, made Albin visibly different from the other 
students at school. Ever since grade primary the other kids had given Albin 
weird looks and made fun of him, some even pulling on his wings or 
plucking a feather or two. It also wasn’t helping that Albin was deathly 
afraid of heights and never learned how to properly fly. 

During last year’s winter Albin ended up tearing a massive hole in his 
winter jacket while sliding down a hill. Since they were far from home and 
it'd be a shame to end the fun early, Christopher took off his coat and gave 
it to Albin to use for the day. 

After wearing it a bit, Albin realized the coat could hide his wings 
perfectly if he tucked them in and was careful not to move them. Seeing an 
opportunity to minimize how much he got bullied, he started wearing it to 
school every day. 

Eventually he started wearing it whenever he left the house because of 
the feeling of comfort and security it gave him. Of course, that strategy had 
become very flawed once the weather began to get warmer, but Albin was 
far too nervous to break the habit now. 

“See? Isn’t that much better?” said Christopher. He headed to another 
room with the coat to put it away. 

Albin remained silent and crossed his arms. Sometimes it felt as if he 
wasn’t even comfortable around his own family. 

“T wonder if I'll ever have a real girlfriend...” said Ryan sorrowfully. 

Albin chuckled. “Probably not, almost every relationship you’ve been 


in has ended in disaster so far.” 

“That’s not true!” 

“Let’s see... Starting with middle school... Your first girlfriend from 
back in grade 3, Alyssa, moved out to Anyox one week into dating her. Next 
year, Sara got in a fight with you. Later the same year, Betty left you for 
someone else. Then, Paige—” 

“Alright! I get it! ’m hopeless! God, just leave me alone!” 

Christopher came back into the room, having only heard a few bits of 
the conversation. He smiled. “Hey, why don’t we go out for an ice cream to 
cheer everyone up?” 

Albin and Ryan gave him a tired expression. 

“Come on, Weather’s perfect for it!” added Christopher. 

Ryan thought hard about it, considering if it was worthwhile or not. 
Maybe some ice cream would help get his mind off the breakup? “Sure.” 

“Alright! I'll go get Ellie.” Christopher went upstairs. 

Albin and Ryan sat awkwardly in complete silence while waiting for 
their dad to come back downstairs. It became very clear that Albin wanted 
nothing more than to go up to his room and stay there for the rest of the 
afternoon. 

He came back with Ellie trailing behind him, arms crossed. 

“Alright, everyone ready?” asked Christopher. 

“I guess.” said Ryan. 

Albin seemed a little nervous, but reluctantly agreed to come along. 
“Yeah. I’m ready, I guess.” 

Christopher placed a reassuring hand on Albin’s shoulder “Don’t 
wo!ry, nobody’s going to care! If someone bothers you I'll talk to them! 
Now come on, let’s go!” 


CHAPTER 2 


Silent harbinger 


The ferry docked and they started heading into town. Ryan was 
usually excited for outings like this, but with such a bad mood in the air he 
couldn't help but feel dreadful. He could basically feel a fight with his 
siblings starting any moment now. 

Walking to their destination, he peered out at the crowds of people, 
looking for any sign of Lacy or Connor. Some of the usual crowd was still 
lingering around the school, but much to his relief, it consisted of mostly 
younger students. However awkward this was, it wasn’t about to get worse. 

As they walked up to the corner store where they'd usually get ice 
cream, Ryan spotted a bright red cardinal out of the corner of his eye, 
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perched on top of a siren by a tree. 

He tapped his dad on the back and pointed to it. Even on Vesta, 
cardinals often made themselves elusive, even more so in the city. 

“Hey, look at that!” said Ryan. The cardinal looked at him curiously. 
Christopher looked over. “Hey! You don’t usually see those guys 
around here! Weren’t there a few old sayings around cardinals? Something 
like: ‘when cardinals appear, something is near?’ ...I forgot how it went, it’s 

been forever.” 

“Are we getting ice cream or not?” snapped Ellie, who was already 
starting to lose her patience with everyone. 

“Ellie—” 

“I just wanna get this over with already! This is a stupid idea, and I 
don’t wanna be out here!” 

Ryan looked over at the cardinal again while the two continued to 
argue. He noticed that five more cardinals had silently arrived, and were 
perched in the tree behind the siren... 

...And that all six of the cardinals were all staring at the same thing 
behind him. 

Alarmed, Ryan quickly spun around to see what they were all looking 
at. He briefly saw something red, black and white just as it disappeared 
behind a building. He considered heading over to investigate, but he’d hate 
to abandon his dad, especially while he was in the middle of an argument. 

“Uh... Dad,” Ryan tapped his fiercely arguing father on the back. 

Christopher paused his argument, and Ellie crossed her arms. “What 
is it?” he asked. 

Ryan looked back at the cardinals. All but one had flown off, and the 
last remaining one had gone back to curiously looking at him. It was as if 
nothing strange had happened at all. 

“Ryan, what is it?” repeated Christopher. 

“Nevermind.” 

Christopher gave Ryan a concerned look. “Are you sure?” 

“Yeah, I’m sure.” 

“Alright then.” 

“Oh boo hoo! Ryan’s scared of a couple birds!” snapped Ellie. “Let’s 
just get this over with and go home! I’m tired of this already.” 


“Tm not scared of the birds!” said Ryan. “I just saw something weird, 
It’s nothing though.” 

Albin tensed up a little and looked around nervously. “...Does anyone 
else suddenly feel like they’re being watched or is it just me?” 

“Just you.” said Ellie. 

Ryan decided not to bring up any of what he just saw to his family. 
They wouldn’t believe him anyway. Besides, the more that he thought about 
it, the less sense it made. 

The cardinals must’ve been some sort of coincidence, or maybe he 
just didn’t notice them before. The red and white thing he saw was probably 
nothing too, just some trick of the eye caused by the summer heat. He 
decided not to worry about it. 

The corner store was built right into the corner of one of the taller 
brick buildings (tall being six stories, buildings never got too tall on Vesta.) 
Above the entrance was a jade green, wooden awning with wooden letters 
nailed to the top of it. 

There was once a time, long ago where they spelled ‘Food mart.’ But 
thanks to several storms, wear and tear and just general laziness, the letters 
now spelled out ‘Fo d mar.’ But that hardly mattered, the store sold a lot 
more than food these days anyways. 

Outside of the store there were a few potted plants stacked on top of 
boxes, their prices written on the sides of the ceramic pots in chalk. Next to 
them, there was a blackboard on the windowsill showcasing a number of 
things they had on sale inside. They went in. 

The inside of the store was like your average corner store, with rows 
and rows of wooden shelves and a counter by the window. The age of the 
store showed with some of it’s contents; the floor was covered with faded, 
black and white checkered tiles, and the walls were lined with old sun- 
bleached posters. Though, Ryan wasn’t sure exactly how old the store was- 
it predated even his father, and nobody seemed to be keeping count of the 
years anymore. 

At the back of the store there was a wall of freezers with various 
drinks displayed in them. Pressed up against the wall next to them was a 
box filled with old unwanted clothing, the free bin. At the counter a middle 
aged man was sleepily listening to the radio behind him. 
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Ryan noticed two cats, one black, one white, lying on top of a shelf 
behind the counter. They were partially behind a few boxes, so he couldn’t 
see their heads, but he could tell they were probably asleep. 

He smiled. It wasn’t uncommon to see cats inside stores on Vesta; 
they were very helpful for dealing with mice and other pests- and also very 
cute. 

He walked up to the counter and leaned against it. Carved into the 
counter was a small hole the wires of a phone once ran through long ago. 
The bottom of the hole was covered by something, which allowed for a 
single ice-cream coupon to get stuck down there. 

It'd been there for months, and now was the perfect time to try and 
get it. There was no passing up a free ice-cream. 

He shoved his right hand into the hole and reached down to try and 
grab the coupon. It was just barely out of his reach and could only feel it 
with the tips of his fingers. 

He considered giving up for a second, but as he saw the rest of his 
family walk over to the ice-cream stand, he was hit with a sudden burst of 
dangerous motivation. He was going to get that free ice-cream. 

He shoved his arm even further in until he couldn’t no more and felt 
the coupon. He tried to grab it, but his fingers slipped and it moved out of 
his reach, sliding just enough so he couldn’t grab it anymore, but he could 
still feel it. There was no getting it now. 

“Damnit!” He muttered. 

He tried to pull his arm out again, but found it difficult to do so. His 
upper arm had gotten out fine, only with a few scrapes on it, but his hand, 
wrist, and lower arm wouldn’t budge no matter what he did. 

He’d gotten his hand stuck in the counter trying to get a coupon that 
probably wasn’t even good anymore, and boy did he ever feel stupid about 
it. He should’ve known better than to try and grab something he shouldn't. 

He panicked a little. What if he couldn’t get his hand out at all? What 
if they had to call the fire department and he had to explain to them how he 
got his hand stuck? Just the mere thought of it made him feel horribly 
embarrassed. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Ryan spotted a tall woman with a bright 
red jacket, hazel eyes, rich tan skin, and messy brown hair held up in a 


ponytail walking around the store. This person was of course, his aunt 
Valerie. 

Since their Dad’s relationship with their Mom was ‘complicated’ 
Ryan, Albin and Ellie never properly met their mother. So, ever since they 
were little, Valerie had been a mother figure to them even though she 
wasn’t nearly as present in their lives as one would usually be. 

She was well aware of this and tried her best to be there for them 
whenever she could be, but life often got in the way. She had her own family 
to take care of, after all. 

Beside her stood her 11 year old daughter, Ava. Ava had slightly 
lighter brown hair which was up in a braid, rich tan skin like her mother’s, 
hazel eyes, and was wearing her favourite shirt; A bright purple T-shirt with 
a picture of a car on it. She was holding her mother’s hand, walking beside 
her. 

Ryan absolutely did not want them to see him with his hand stuck in 
the counter. He forcefully pulled his lower arm out of the hole, leaving a few 
terrible scrapes all over. It hurt, but it thankfully wasn’t enough to bleed. 

He winced in pain, feeling where he scraped himself lightly, making 
sure he wasn’t too hurt, then turned around. 

“Hey Valerie!” He said smiling, like nothing even remotely stupid had 
just happened. 

He stuffed his right hand into his pocket. The last thing he needed 
right now was someone seeing it and getting all worried about him. 

Valerie seemed startled at first, but was happy to see them. “Hey! 
Nice seeing you guys here! Never know who you'll run into at the corner 
store!” 

“Hey! It’s been a while! What’s the latest?” asked Christopher. 

Valerie seemed delighted that Christopher asked. “Oh! Well, Howard 
and J are finally moving out to a bigger place!” 

“That’s wonderful news! Where’s the new house?” 

“Tt’s out in Robsart! It’s a nice place, I'll have to invite you all over 
sometime after we’re done moving.” 

“Robsart, eh? Gee, that’s awfully far from Uniacke don’t you think?” 

“WHAT!?” shouted Ellie. “Robsart?! That’s 48 horizons away, you 
can’t be serious!” 


“Well, it’s only about 3 hours away if you drive!” replied Valerie. 

“At least it’s not Armouth...” mumbled Ryan. 

“Gosh, we'll see you a lot less if that’s true...” said Albin. 

“Yes, I know it’s kind of far, but it’s a lot better than the place I had 
here in Uniacke!” 

Valerie then noticed Albin wasn’t wearing the jacket. “Oh hey! You 
finally went out without the coat! Your father must be so proud of you!” She 
ruffled his hair. 

Ryan could tell Albin was nervous being in public just by looking at 
him, even more so now that Valerie was drawing attention to him. 

Albin briefly looked around before responding, probably to see if 
anyone else was looking at him. “Uh- y-yeah?” 

“It’s great to see youre finally coming out of your shell a bit! It must 
feel a lot better without it on, too.” 

“T guess...” 

Valerie noticed Albin seemed a little nervous. “Are you ok?” 

“Yeah I’m... fine...” 

Christopher decided to pick up the conversation from earlier. “We’re 
here for some ice cream, there was a bit of a commotion earlier. Do you 
want one?” 

“No thanks, I just came here to pick up a few things before I head out 
to the new place.” said Valerie. “Besides, I don’t want to load Ava up on any 
more sugar, she already ate half a jar of cookies this morning behind my 
back!” 

Ava began to tug on Valerie’s coat. “Mom, I wanna go home!” She 
whined. 

“In a minute sweetie. Anyways I’d better head back, Ava’s getting 
pretty impatient with me. I'll cya around! 

“Cya later Valerie!” said Christopher. 

Valerie waved goodbye and headed down the street. 


LA A 


After some ice cream and what turned out to be a good afternoon 
after all, the family headed home just as the sun was starting to set. 


When they got home towering clouds were moving in and a low 
rumble could be heard from time to time in the distance, slowly 
approaching as the seagulls journeyed inland. If Ryan had to guess, the 
storm was only a couple hours away. 

Before the storm got any closer, Ryan went up into his tree fort to 
relax on his own a bit and listen to the radio. His tree fort was in the woods 
right by his house and gave him a beautiful view of the harbor. To his right, 
he could see Uniacke’s shorefront as well as the corner store they’d just 
been to. 

The tree fort was very frequently used by both him, Albin and Ellie 
when they were younger. But these days Ellie considered herself too old for 
it, and Albin was too nervous to climb the ladder. 

So it now served as a sort of private hideaway for Ryan. It was very 
quiet, and he often went up there to de-stress or be by himself. 

He sat down in a corner and huddled up under one of the old blankets 
he’d brought up there over the years. He’d left his portable radio there from 
the night before, so he grabbed it and turned it on. He tuned into 96.5 and 
caught a song just as it was ending. 

A man began to speak. “And that concludes our one hour music 
marathon brought to you by Padwell flooring, your number one stop for all 
your flooring needs! Make sure you don’t miss out on their newest deal and 
your newest chance to get floored!” 

There was a quick jingle for the news, then the man spoke again. 

“Hey! You're tuned into 96.5 Awsum FM, Uniacke’s best station and 
just in time for our 7 o’clock news! I’m C.Q Jackson and I’m here with my 
partner in crime, Krista Yasakan!” 

“Hey Cliff! As always, great t—” 

“Krista! What did I say about my actual name?” 

“Yeah yeah, Anyways, onto the news!” 

“Right. Something strange happened last night!” 

“Strange? Stranger than the sky song we heard last week?” 

“Oh no, never stranger than that!” 

The two of them laughed. 

“Alright, then what happened last night?” asked Krista. 

“Well, several people across Uniacke and Armouth last night reported 
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seeing an unidentified flying object in the sky! Witnesses described it as a 
black triangle with a glowing magenta pattern on the bottom, slowly 
moving and occasionally teleporting to somewhere else in the sky.” 

“Wow! That’s different! I’m not sure how much I believe them this 
time, though.” 

“Oh come on, do you have any idea how many people saw that? We’ve 
had about twenty awsum listeners call in about it!” 

“Twenty?! Gee wizz! That has to be a new record for stuff like this! 
Last time someone reported a sighting it was only about four people, and 
how long ago was that? Two weeks ago?” 

“One week ago.” 

“...Do you think these two are related? I sure hope we’re not being 
invaded anytime soon! That’d really mess with the broadcast!” Krista 
lowered her voice a little. “Might give us some things to report on, 
though...” 

“T doubt it, the ones people usually call in about are those fast white 
ones with the golden wings. I don’t think anyone’s seen one of those 
teleport either.” 

“So this is a completely new one?” 

“I'd say so! What’cha think they’re here for?” 

“Maybe they’re related to the sky song we heard last month?” 

“Could be! Maybe it’s a sort of alien message!” 

“Or their road trip CD...” 

“Anyways, in other news, I was walking down the street today and I 
saw—” 

Ryan turned off the radio. “What a load of baloney that was! UFOs? 
Aliens? Really?” He grabbed his portable radio to take inside with him. 

When he climbed down from his tree house he noticed there was a 
quiet humming noise coming from somewhere nearby, almost like the 
sound of an electric fan on it’s highest setting, but much quieter. So quiet in 
fact, he could hardly hear it over the sound of the waves crashing against 
the shore. But it was most certainly there. 

He looked around to try and locate the source of the noise, but was 
greeted with nothing but the open blue sky. The sound almost seemed to be 
moving as if whatever was making it was slowly circling around the island. 


After a while longer of scanning the sky for whatever it was, he decided it 
was probably nothing and continued on. 

As he walked up to the house he noticed Albin sitting on the steps of 
the porch, and a lone cardinal perched on a low hanging tree branch, 
staring ominously at... something, just as the others did earlier. 

When Ryan neared Albin, he just glanced at him, then back at the 
ground. “You know, I’ve just got the worst feeling,” he said quietly. 

“T know what you mean...” said Ryan, sitting next to him. 

“No you don’t, this isn’t related to Lacy- or you.” 

“What is it then?” 

“T just... I feel like something’s wrong.” 

“Well, Ellie is pretty upset still.” 

“No, it’s not about her either. Something’s just... wrong and I can’t 
put my finger on what.” 

“You're probably just anxious again.” 

“Maybe, but I just can’t shake the feeling I’m being watched- that 
were being watched.” 

“Ts this just now?” 

“It’s been all day, ever since I went to school this morning. There’s 
just been this... presence following us around. I swear, it’s everywhere.” 

Ryan looked up at the branch where he saw the cardinal and spotted a 
black cat just as it walked around the tree. The cardinal was no longer 
there, so it must’ve scared the bird off. Something about how it could even 
be scared off was oddly reassuring. 

“It’s probably nothing. Again, you’re probably just anxious.” 

“I guess youre right...” 

Ryan headed inside. 

Christopher was busy doing some dishes, and there was no sign of 
Ellie, so she was probably up in her room again listening to music. Ryan 
decided to go up to his own room and lie down a bit. 

The walls of his room were painted blue and decorated with all sorts 
of posters, some were for movies, some were for games, and some were 
sports related. Above his wardrobe was a corkboard, which had several 
photos he’d taken stuck to it, and he half haphazardly hung all his medals 
on. 


All of them were participation awards, except for the one bronze 
medal from when his school team actually did good for once. Ryan still 
claimed he was the reason his team won that day, but his teammates liked 
to think it was because the visiting team’s best player got suspended for 
keying the principal’s car, and wasn’t allowed to play anymore. 

Even though the ice cream served as a good distraction from the 
breakup earlier that day, the whole thing was starting to stay rent free in 
Ryan’s head yet again. He put his radio back on his nightstand and laid 
down on his bed. 

How did he not come to expect this by now? Every time he thought he 
found someone, it just didn’t feel right. That feeling of ‘true love’ everyone 
constantly went on about had consistently eluded him no matter what he 
did. He wasn’t even sure if he wanted a relationship half the time, but he 
was sure that was just heartbreak. There had to be some reason. 

As he sat there and pondered, he heard a gentle knock on the door 
and his dad appeared in the doorway. 

“Hey, are you alright?” He asked. 

“Yeah, I guess.” grumbled Ryan. 

Christopher came in and sat on the edge of Ryan’s bed. He picked up 
a tissue box and wiped away a tear Ryan didn’t even realize was streaming 
down his cheek. 

“Look, I know it’s hard going through a breakup. I’ve been there many 
times myself.” 

“I know, you've told me this before.” 

“T don’t really know what to say... maybe youre just not ready yet? I 
mean, you're only sixteen.” 

“T know, but everyone else has a partner! How could I not be ready 
yet?” 

“It varies from person to person. I didn’t get my first crush until I was 
seventeen!” 

“T don’t know, maybe you're right.” 

“Now don’t you go and worry about all this, it’s summer vacation!” He 
patted him on the shoulder. “You’ve got all the time in the world to sort this 
stuff out. Just relax.” 

Ryan thought of all the things they were going to do that summer and 
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smiled. “Yeah, you're right.” 

“Now, how’s a movie sound?” 

“That sounds great!” 

They happily headed downstairs and gathered the others for a movie, 
which they reluctantly agreed to watch with them. 

After a bit of bickering, they settled on a classic sci-fi movie, which 
Ellie ultimately spoiled for them mid way through. But all and all, it was a 
great night. And for the first time all day, Ryan’s summer was seeming a 
whole lot brighter. 

Though, unfortunately for him and his siblings. This summer wasn’t 
about to go as planned. 


CHAPTER 3 


Ryan was jolted awake by the sound of thunder roaring outside his 
window. It was near 12 o’clock at night, and the rain was coming down 
hard. Startled, he shot upright and looked around his darkened room. 

After taking a moment to collect himself, he realized what happened 
and calmed down. The storm must’ve been directly overhead. Seeing as he 
was awake now, he decided to head downstairs for a drink of water before 
going back to sleep. 

As he quietly went down the stairs, he could hear the rain falling 
outside and the occasional rumble of thunder. It was one of the more 
intense thunderstorms he’d seen in a while. 


Curiously, there was also the quiet sound of the radiovision (Imagine 
a television, but instead of getting a normal broadcast, you've got a visual 
version of whatever was on the radio) in the living room. 

Everything was near pitch black besides the clock on the stove, and 
the dim glow of a CRT screen that illuminated the living room. 

On the couch sat Albin, looking rather tired, and mindlessly staring at 
the screen with his notebook open on his lap. 

Ryan couldn’t believe he was drawing this late at night, but it wasn’t 
like there was anything better to do being awake at this hour. 

“You're awake too?” 

Albin hadn’t noticed him beforehand and jumped as soon as he heard 
his voice. “Dear Lucidus! Don’t do that!” 

A flash briefly lit up the room and thunder boomed so loudly it rattled 
the dishes in the cupboards. 

“Geez... it’s coming down hard. I hope we don’t lose power.” 

“T just hope it goes away...” said Albin, quietly closing his notebook so 
Ryan couldn’t see whatever he was drawing. “I hate storms.” 

Ryan poured himself a glass of water, then sat down in his dad’s 
armchair to watch the broadcast with Albin. They sat there quietly watching 
the radio as rain continued to pour down outside. 

Ryan then realized how hungry he was and got up again. 

“What are you doing?” asked Albin. 

“Tm hungry.” 

“What if you wake up dad?” 

“T won't, I’ve done this like a million times before.” 

“If we get busted it’s your fault!” 

Ryan opened up the fridge and looked for something to eat, but 
instead found a stack of about 7 CDs. His dad had put a couple of CD-Rs he 
burned twenty years ago in the fridge again thinking it’d save them. 

On Vesta, CDs and DVDs were the primary format of media and had 
been for almost fifty years. Thanks to low resources making technological 
advancement slow, as well as Vesta’s obsession with preservation, CDs were 
preferable due to how long they could last. 

Still, even though technological advances allowed some formats to 
survive an estimated length of five hundred years if preserved well, as well 
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as most formats being able to be cleared and pressed again, record-able 
CDs were still very susceptible to damage. These discs in particular were 
starting to show signs of decay and Ryan’s father was absolutely 
determined to keep them in shape. 

In the library’s basement downtown they’d often freeze important 
discs under very specific conditions to preserve them longer, so his dad 
might’ve gotten the impression that freezing his CD-Rs from 7997 would 
keep them from deteriorating any further. But his dad had also done 
minimal research, and didn’t know the cold would only destroy that format 
faster. 

Ryan took them out for what felt like the 50th time, and placed them 
on the counter, hoping that maybe this time his dad would get the memo. 
He then looked back in the fridge for something to eat. 

His options were a package of tomatoes, the last few slices of a pie 
they’d gotten a few weeks prior, several ingredients he could use on a 
sandwich, and the last of their school lunches which they'd shoved into the 
fridge earlier. 

Not too pleased by his options, he checked the freezer. Of course, the 
entire tub of ice cream was always an option this late at night, and his little 
brother just so happened to be around to use as a scapegoat if he were to 
get caught. But he didn’t really feel like it tonight, so he searched for other 
options. 

Everything would have to be cooked aside from the microwaveable 
meals, so he focused on them and found himself face to face with the most 
wretched thing in the house once again. As he gazed upon it, thunder 
boomed near the house as if even the storm outside was displeased to see it. 

On the bottom of the stacked meals, there was a box that’d been there 
so long it was partially encased in ice. A microwaveable turkey dinner their 
father had bought who knows how long ago. 

The Macapens often had meals exactly like this one, but for whatever 
reason this meal in particular went untouched during its prime and never 
got eaten. 

Anyone in their right mind would just throw the thing out, but the 
Macapens were a stubborn bunch when it came to wasting food, as were 
most Vestians. After many famines, their culture had learned one box of 


unfavorable food could very well be the difference between life and death. 

On the packaging was the expiry date, the reason it’d been able to 
reside in their fridge for such a long time. It read “BEST BEFORE: 
2/10/801-.” Or rather, the second of June, 801X on the Vestian calendar. 
The last digit of the expiry date had been scratched off, and left the true 
date of its expiration a mystery. 

The current date was the 8th of June, 8017 and the meal could’ve 
expired anytime within the decade. Whether that be just last week or five 
years ago. As far as they knew, it could’ve still been edible, and it’d be a 
shame to throw out something they could still use. 

Someday, in the future when the new decade was upon them, his 
father would mournfully take it out of the fridge to throw it out. He’d 
dolefully moan while holding it in his hands and go on about what a waste 
it was, maybe listing off a few times he could’ve eaten it. 

Finally, he’d dump it and continue on with his day, forgetting about it 
almost immediately and finally putting the microwavable turkey dinner to 
rest after nearly a decade. 

But the turn of the decade wasn’t upon them quite yet, and Ryan 
wasn’t feeling daring enough to attempt the dubious turkey dinner tonight. 
The correct decision, for if he were to attempt eating it his night might’ve 
gone much differently than it was about to. 

He closed the freezer again and decided to find something else to eat. 
He checked the cupboard and settled on the cup of instant noodles he 
found inside. It wasn’t preferable, but it’d do. After watching it spin in the 
microwave he sat down to eat and put his feet up on the coffee table. 

The music video for “The Workforce — Turning tides” was playing. It 
was a song they often heard a lot since Ellie owned the album it was off of, 
and they happened to be her favourite band. 

Ryan wondered if Ellie would feel jealous that they were watching it, 
it didn’t come on often, there was no home video version of it, and she just 
so happened to have a massive crush on the lead singer. But then he 
remembered it was 11:59, and she’d probably be too tired to care at such an 
hour. Ellie never was much of a night person... 

The music video ended and C.Q Jackson in his studio came on screen. 
He was dressed in his usual yellow T-shirt and black Awsum FM coat 


combo. He was also, of course, even at this ungodly hour of the night, 
wearing his pair of sunglasses like he always did. The pair that had spawned 
many very original jokes about him secretly being blind at Ryan’s school. 

He leaned forward on his desk and began to speak. “That was ‘The 
Workforce — Turning tides’, off their latest album “Summer nights’ and that 
just about concludes our broadcast for today! Thank you so much for 
tuning in, and as always, have a great night!” 

He waved and the studio faded to black as text showing the various 
details and people involved with the station started to scroll by. Thunder 
rumbled again, this time noticeably closer. The wind outside was blowing 
hard, almost mimicking the sound of waves as it blew against the house. 

“T wonder how long C.Q’s been on the radio for...” said Albin. 

“T think since we were in grade two?” 

“I wonder if he'll ever do anything else.” 

“Probably not. He’s always on air.” 

The credits ended and the station switched over to it’s overnight 
broadcast, which was really just a random selection of music videos that’d 
play on loop all night with information about the forecast below. It was 
incredibly boring after a while, but it’s not like anyone in their right mind 
would be up to watch it anyways. Unless you were woken up by a 
thunderstorm, of course. 

Albin leaned back in his seat. “You know, I still can’t believe you got 
dumped again.” 

Ryan briefly stopped eating his noodles. “Seriously? We're still talking 
about this?” 

“Like, I understand where this one went wrong, but the damn thing 
is: you've been in good relationships before!” 

“They still don’t work out.” 

“Exactly! What keeps happening?!” 

He leaned back in his chair and stared up at the ceiling, as if 
expecting to find some sort of help or reassurance waiting up there for him. 
How could he explain it? Would Albin know what was wrong with him? 
Albin was smart, surely he could figure it out for him, right? 

He sighed and went back to eating his noodles. Maybe some other 
night he’d try and explain his problem to everyone, but not tonight. 


“T don’t know, maybe it’s just like dad said, maybe I just haven’t 
found the right person yet.” 

“Yeah but, you’ve gone through so many people Ryan! Different 
people, with different hobbies, interests—” 

“Look, I’m tired and I don’t wanna talk about this anymore. Just leave 
me be, ok?” 

Albin was about to say something when the music video that was on 
ended and another one came on. The new music video depicted a young 
blonde man and several women that looked suspiciously older than him. 

It was their least favourite song by their least favourite musician, 
Seadog. Though, given the circumstances, Ryan was almost glad it 
happened to come on. It was the perfect distraction. 

“Oh NO.” said Albin and Ryan in unison as they both reached for the 
remote at the same time. 

Albin beat Ryan to it and quickly shut off the radiovision, casting the 
living room into darkness. “I can’t stand that guy!” 

“God his voice is so whiny!” 

“T swear, if I hear that song one more time I’m gonna go insane!” 

“It should be a crime to air that!” 

“Td rather sit in the dark than listen to his music!” 

“Yeah!” 

The two sat in complete darkness without saying a word. With the 
radiovision off the house was now deathly quiet, only the faint ticking of a 
clock and the heavy rain outside could be heard. 

The only thing breaking the silence was the occasional rumble, but 
Ryan could’ve sworn he’d heard something else. 

Something outside the house; a low hum eerily similar to the one he’d 
heard the day before, except much closer and a lot louder. 

Albin seemed visibly uncomfortable and reached for the remote again 
to turn the radiovision back on. “...How about we just put it on mute?” 

Ryan grabbed a hold of Albin’s wrist. “Wait- do you hear that?” 

“Hear what? Ryan, please! Just let me turn the radio back on, it’s 
pitch black in here!” 

“There’s this humming noise and it’s right outside our house!” 

Albin listened carefully. The hum wasn’t the easiest thing to notice, 
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but it was undoubtedly there. Suddenly, as if whatever was making the 
noise had sensed them, it abruptly stopped. 

“I don’t hear anything.” said Albin. 

“Maybe it’s nothing.” Ryan let go of Albin’s wrist and looked out the 
window behind the couch. 

It was pitch black as he’d expected, and whatever was making the 
noise remained silent. Albin turned the radiovision back on, and much to 
both of their dismay, the song they hated so much was still playing, so he 
ended up putting it on mute. 

Ryan was about to turn back to face the screen when a bolt of 
lightning hit a nearby boat and lit up their front yard, briefly revealing what 
looked to be a vehicle of some sort parked on the beach, and the silhouette 
of a person slowly walking up to their house. A deafening clap of thunder 
rolled through the house, shaking it so hard Ryan could feel it in his feet. 

“Albin. Turn it off. Now.” whispered Ryan quickly. 

“What?” 

“Someone’s outside.” 

Albin whipped around to see who was there, but before he could say 
anything he heard the sound of their dad waking up in the other room. 
Boogeyman or not, he wouldn’t be happy to see them up watching the radio 
so late at night. 

Albin quickly turned off the radiovision and the two of them rushed 
back upstairs as quietly as they could, closing the door to the living room 
behind them. Ellie was standing in the hallway, sleepily rubbing her eyes. 

“Nice to see that woke everyone else up too.” she mumbled. 

Ryan put a finger to his lips “Shhh! Dad’s up.” 

“So what? Pretty sure we all are now.” 

He quickly debated telling Ellie about what he saw or not, ultimately 
deciding to tell her. “It’s not just that. There’s someone outside.” 

“You're probably just seeing things, it’s really dark out.” 

“No I’m not! I saw it! There was this guy walking up to our house!” 

Ellie chuckled in a tired sort of way. “Sure.” She eyed Albin’s 
notebook. “Oh, and youre up drawing your weird nerdy things instead of 
sleeping? Nice. Dad’s gonna love that.” she yawned. 

Albin frowned and held his notebook a little closer to himself. 
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Ryan was beginning to get frustrated with her. Still keeping his voice 
down, he began to speak again. “Ellie, this is serious. We need to hide.” 

Ellie smirked and leaned against the wall. “Honestly, what is with you 
two and boogeymen? First the birds, now this? What’s next, a—” 

Ellie was cut off by a loud bang coming from downstairs that 
definitely wasn’t the sound of thunder. Someone was banging against their 
door, trying to break their way in. 

She looked at Ryan, terrified, then down the stairs. “Shoot...” 

They made themselves as quiet as possible and snuck down the stairs 
to the closed door to investigate. There was another series of loud bangs. 

“Who's there?” They heard their father shout at the top of his lungs. 

There was another loud bang followed by what sounded like the door 
coming off its hinges and falling onto the floor. The damp and powerful 
warm wind from outside blew through the house, scattering papers 
everywhere, even through the crack underneath the door they could feel it. 
The sound of the wind and rain was so loud it almost sounded like they 
were outdoors. 

Ryan and Ellie tried to see what was going on through the cracks in 
the door, while Albin sat a little ways away just in case. 

“You stay out of our house, you hear me?” shouted Christopher 
furiously. 

Ryan watched as his father moved to the left a little, presumably 
looking for something he could use as a blunt object. 

As he moved away, they saw a tall, heavily armed, intimidating man 
in the doorway. 

There was a faint reddish glow coming from the man. The glow 
revealed a pair of wings, similar to Albin’s, but blood red in appearance 
with black tips. They seemed to be wearing some sort of coat-like uniform. 
It was an old looking white with streaks of red in some spots, patterns of 
black, and had what looked to be protective armour on the shoulders, 
elbows, wrists and lower legs. 

They were wearing a black helmet with an ominous red glow coming 
from underneath it’s visor where their eyes would be. It was almost as if 
their eyes were glowing somehow, though it could’ve just been Ryan’s 
imagination. 


They began to speak in a low and threatening tone. “Hand over the 
boy with the wings. Now.” 

Albin, Ryan and Ellie exchanged terrified glances. Whoever it was, 
they were here to take Albin. 

“Wh-what do they want from me?!” whispered Albin. 

“They have wings! Blood red wings! Maybe youre related somehow?” 
whispered Ellie. 

“What!?” Albin seemed to debate moving closer for a second, but 
ultimately stayed where he was. “There’s no way that’s possible! I’ve never 
seen anyone like that before in my life!” 

Christopher had grabbed a knife off of the nearby kitchen block and 
was now pointing it threateningly at the intruder, but they didn’t flinch in 
the slightest. Instead, they quietly chuckled then reached for something on 
their belt. 

“Ah, the fighting type are you? Doesn’t matter.” The kids watched in 
horror as the man pulled out some sort of pistol-like gun and aimed it 
directly at their father’s forehead. 

Christopher dropped the knife and nervously put his hands up. “T- 
there must be some mistake!” 

“Don’t lie to me. I saw you with him yesterday. Now, we can either do 
this the easy way...” The man walked towards the door that Ryan and Ellie 
were looking through and put his hand on the knob, raising his gun to the 
ceiling. “or this happy little family of yours won’t be waking up when the 
sun rises.” 

Ryan could feel his heart beating in his chest. He wanted to run, but 
there was nothing he could do. Even the slightest noise and the man would 
surely hear him. All he could do was stay where he was and helplessly watch 
whatever was about to happen. 

“Now, what is it? The easy way,” the man spun his gun in his hand, 
then aimed it back at Christopher. “or the bloody way? Don’t waste my 
time.” 

“C-can you at least tell me what you want with him?” said Christopher 
nervously. 

The man stopped to think, fiddling with their gun and occasionally 
pacing back and forth. As he did, Ryan noticed he was bearing something 


that looked vaguely like the star of Lucidus on the arm of his coat. 

Being part of a Lucidist family Ryan was quite familiar with it, as it 
took common place in his life. The symbol was often seen at church, or 
hanging on someone’s wall. Though, he’d never seen it quite like this. 

The symbol usually resembled a four pointed star with two ‘ears’, two 
detached spikes on the bottom of the star, a small star at the very top, and a 
closed left eye all by itself. 

This star was much different. Instead of being somewhat simple and 
soft in appearance, it now strongly resembled the head of a snarling canine 
wearing a crown, and was much more detailed and sharp looking. It was in 
all red and black, and was surrounded by a red laurel pattern which seemed 
to faintly glow with two black rifles crossed underneath it. 

It was almost as if it was some sort of military related symbol. But 
that wasn’t possible, was it? 

The man began to speak again. “I guess there’s really no harm in 
telling you. Not like you can do anything with this information, anyway. If 
anything, it’ll make this whole process easier for the both of us.” The man 
took their hand off the doorknob, leaned against the nearby counter and 
finally lowered their gun. “That kid isn’t what it seems to be and it’s 
certainly not something you want to keep around either. It’s a—” 

A heavy wind blew through the house and against the door Ryan and 
his siblings were hiding behind, making it impossible for them to hear what 
the man could possibly be saying. 

The man continued on. “...and half human, which makes it not only 
an echthros, but a sin as well. A terrible, terrible sin.” 

Christopher was looking increasingly concerned. *...What’s an 
echthros?” 

“An enemy. Or, to be more specific, an enemy of Lucidus and a traitor 
to His divine plan.” 

“W-what? I don’t understand—” 

“Things like this go against Lucidus’ will, and must be eradicated 
before they wreak havoc. You’d best hand it over so I can properly deal with 
it.” 

“Y-you mean... kill him?! But... he didn’t even—” 

“Listen to me. I promise it'll be like nothing happened at all, you go 


on with your day to day life, I rid the world of yet another sin, we never 
speak again. Piece of cake.” 

“But he’s my—” 

“Your son?” The man laughed “Give me a break. It might be all cute 
and harmless now, but as soon as it grows up all that will be long gone, 
believe me. All of them start this way. When they’re young, your mortal 
mind only focuses on the humanity it sees in them, and tricks you into 
thinking it’s a human being like you. Unfortunately, it seems that once that 
little shred of humanity becomes so small it’s non-existent, and all you’re 
left with is a horrible man eating monster, the foolish attachment you’ve 
made to that damn thing will stop you from doing the right thing and 
getting rid of it.” 

Christopher stared at the man, speechless. He glanced towards the 
door, looking conflicted. Ryan could see tears welling up in his eyes. 

The man continued, noticeably raising their voice a little. “First, it'll 
kill you, then your children, then everyone you’ve ever loved. And then? 
Everyone else. Tell me, is that what you want? Are you going to ruin your 
life over some other person’s horrible mistake? Or will you live in peace? 
Because I can make that happen, all you need to do is cooperate.” 

There was a horrible silence as Christopher thought about what to do. 
The moment felt like an eternity. 

Lightning flashed a couple times outside and lit up the house again, 
revealing a black cat perched on the back of the couch. It had glowing red 
eyes and was wearing something glowing around their neck. As soon as the 
house darkened again, it was gone. He only saw it for a fraction of a second 
out of the corner of his eye, so Ryan didn’t think much of it. He was 
probably just seeing things. 

“And for future reference,” the man added, pointing the gun to 
Christopher’s head yet again. “I’m afraid ‘no’ isn’t an option.” 

“Alright.” Christopher looked down at the floor, tears streaming down 
his face. “I’ll cooperate.” he said quietly. 

“Thank you for making the right choice.” The man patted him on the 
shoulder and began to walk towards the door again. “You know, it’s not 
often we get someone this cooperative. You’re a sweet man, it’s a shame all 
this has happened to you.” 


Christopher remained silent, his eyes still locked on the floor. 

Ellie quietly got up and moved closer to Albin, and Ryan prepared to 
run upstairs and get his baseball bat. He was not going to let anyone hurt 
his little brother, no matter what he was. 

The man put his hand on the door knob and turned back to 
Christopher. “I know this is hard. But it’s my duty to make sure the natural 
order of things is maintained, and anything unnatural is weeded out. We'll 
be sure to compensate for all this as soon as we can. Once again, I’m 
terribly sorry all this has happened to you.” 

Ryan was about to make a run for it, but their father began to speak 
again. “He’s not here right now. The boy, I mean. He’s not here.” 

The man stopped just as he began to turn the handle. “Where is it 
then?” 

“He’s in Solisville seeing his mother, I’ll have to take you to him.” 

“Ah, I see.” 

The man walked away from the door and Ryan let out a breath he 
didn’t realize he was holding. His father was such a quick thinker, of course 
he had this under control. He moved back to the door and continued to 
watch. 

“But if I find out you've lied to me...” continued the man. “You're not 
going to like what happens next. So is this the honest truth?” 

“Yes.” said Christopher. “Yes it is.” 

“Good. Let’s go then.” 

With that, he guided Christopher out of the house and into the 
darkness outside, where they both vanished out of sight. Ryan waited, just 
to make sure they were really gone, then moved away from the door. 

Albin was curled up in a corner with his face buried in his hands and 
his wings wrapped around himself, crying. 

“Wh- what am I?!” he shouted, starting to panic a little. “What did I 
do?!” 

Ellie put her arm around him and gently rubbed his shoulder. “You’re 
our little brother, and nothing will ever change that.” she said reassuringly. 

Albin sobbed into her shoulder. “But why does God hate me?! What 
did I do?! What am I?! ’'m not going to turn into a monster, r-right?! 
what’s wrong with me?!” 


67 


Ryan moved over to him and hugged him. As he did, he could feel him 
shaking. He felt so bad for him, that must’ve been absolutely crushing to 
hear. Poor Albin was so timid sometimes... 

“What does that man know?” said Ryan. “He’s lying, there’s nothing 
wrong with you.” 

“But he’s going to kill all of us! He’s going to kill dad, come back 
here...” 

“What?” 

“He’s going to find out I’m not in Solisville, and then he'll kill us.” 

Ryan froze. Albin was absolutely right. They only had so much time 
before the man found out their father had lied, then showed up again and 
killed them all. 

“But where are we going to go?!” asked Ellie. 

“T don’t know...” He didn’t have very many options, and all of them 
seemed to lead to them dying. But maybe if they were brave, maybe if they 
went out to Solisville... “Maybe we can stop them?” 

“Ryan I swear, you just keep getting stupider and stupider.” 

“There’s three of us, four if you include dad!” 

“And they have a gun.” 

“Doesn’t matter, one of us will distract him while I sneak up behind 
them and hit them with my baseball bat!” 

“And, they have a gun.” 

“So?” 

“This sounds like a great way to get killed.” 

Ryan wasn’t going to argue with her there. “Well, if we don’t do 
anything, chances are we'll die anyway. Besides, it’s worth a shot if we can 
save Dad!” 

Ellie sighed. “Guess we don’t have much of a choice then, huh.” 

“T guess not...” 

Ellie looked back at Albin who was still quietly sobbing. “I promise, I 
won't let them hurt you.” She rubbed his shoulder again. 

Ryan stood up and mentally prepped himself. “Alright. Let’s do this.” 


CHAPTER 4 


After calming down and processing what had just happened for a few 
minutes, they began to pack their things. Everyone had gotten changed and 
emptied their school bags to fill with whatever they'd need for the journey. 

Ryan brought a few snacks, his baseball bat and of course, his lucky 
Uniacke Comets cap. 

Ellie didn’t bring too much, only a bottle of water (to use as a blunt 
object) and a rope in case they had to tie anybody up. Though, it was very 
bold of her to assume they’d be capable of doing such a thing, as nobody in 
the group even knew how to tie their shoes. 

Albin, unsurprisingly, packed the most and Ryan and Ellie had to 


convince him to bring less since it’d only be about an hour’s journey. Albin 
brought a flashlight, a water bottle (for drinking out of), a ton of bandages 
and medical supplies from the bathroom closet, a leftover sandwich, a map, 
a bread knife, and put on his dad’s winter jacket that he always wore. But 
they wouldn’t judge him this time, it was raining really hard out. 

With that, they were finally ready to head out into the darkness of the 
night, into the unknown and into the uncertain future that lay before them. 

As they started to head out the door, Albin stopped and took one final 
look back into the house. 

“What happens if we don’t find dad?” he asked quietly. 

Ryan stopped walking and remained quiet for a moment. “I don’t 
know, Albin.” 

The rain was coming down hard, but it seemed like the worst of the 
thunder and lightning was starting to move away since the rumbles were 
getting quieter. 

As they instinctively walked towards the dock, it became evident the 
rain was the least of their problems. The ferry didn’t operate after 10 PM 
unless someone had scheduled something beforehand or there was an 
emergency, and they couldn’t afford to waste any time looking for help. 
They couldn’t operate it on their own either. Not only did they not have the 
keys, but not one of them had operated a motorized boat before. 

This left them with two options; option A involved taking a rowboat 
and rowing their way over to the shore, but with how bad the waves were 
and how dark it was, that was a definite no go. 

So, the safest route was unfortunately option B; trekking into the 
woods behind their house, finding the bridge that went over the island and 
climbing twenty metres off the ground on the abandoned service ladder. 

Ryan had climbed up it before when he was younger, but there was no 
telling how well it would hold them now, especially in these conditions. Left 
with no other options, they headed into the woods towards the ladder. 

The woods weren’t inviting in these conditions, trees creaked 
threateningly and the path was muddy and slippery. After nearly losing 
their footing a few times, the shadow of the bridge loomed above them 
forebodingly. The ladder was very rusted and looked unstable, but it was 
their only option. 
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Albin looked up at it fearfully. Even if he were to overcome his fear of 
heights just that once, it was doubtful he’d be able to fly having no 
experience. 

“Ryan, I don’t know about this...” he said, backing up a little, as if he 
was intimidated by the ladder’s very presence. 

“Don’t worry, it’s perfectly fine,” Ryan walked up to the ladder and 
lightly shook it. 

It moved a little and creaked, as if it could break at even the slightest 
touch. 

He backed away from the ladder, starting to doubt himself, then 
turned back to face Albin. “...If we go one at a time!” 

“This is a really bad idea...” said Albin. 

“Yeah, Ryan I... have to agree with Albin here, this isn’t safe.” added 
Ellie. 

Ryan sighed. “Then what do you think we should do? We can’t just go 
back home, we’ll get killed!” 

Ellie and Albin didn’t say anything, and just looked down at their feet. 

“Look, how about I go first?” said Ryan. 

He set a foot on the ladder and looked up, his fear starting to kick in a 
little. The bridge was almost invisible because of how dark it was and it 
made the ladder look much longer, almost as if it went up forever into the 
clouds. 

Ellie stepped forward. “Ryan,” 

“Whew, ok, wish me luck!” He gathered his courage and began his 
ascent. 

“Damnit, Ryan! Stop!” 

He ignored her and continued climbing the ladder. 

“You're going to get yourself killed!” 

He stopped and looked back down at her. “I know what I’m doing, 
calm down!” 

“Fine, but don’t blame me if you hurt yourself!” 

As he continued his way up and above the trees, the wind picked up 
and the ladder started to creak a little. He began to worry about falling 
down. Would he be able to survive the fall? Was the ladder fully intact 
anymore? Could he even reach the top? 


Finally, exhausted, he arrived safely at the top, and pulled himself 
over the edge onto the road above. After briefly catching his breath he 
called down to the others. 

“See? Perfectly safe! Come on!” 

Ellie nudged Albin forward. 

“What? No! You go!” Ryan heard Albin shout. 

“Ellie!” 

“It's so if he falls I'll catch him!” Ellie shouted. 

Albin very clearly didn’t want to go, but seeing as he had no other 
options, he hesitantly made his way up the ladder. 

It took him a lot longer to climb the ladder since every time he looked 
down or even got the slightest reminder of how high up he was, he’d panic 
and stop, and they'd have to convince him to keep going. 

Eventually this process was sped up when about four quarters of the 
way up, a strong wind blew by and scared him, causing him to panic and 
climb the rest of the ladder alarmingly fast. The sudden rush up the ladder 
caused it to creak and rattle more, but nothing had snapped yet. Albin 
pulled himself over and sat down to catch his breath. 

“Calm down! It’s just a little wind!” said Ryan. 

“T could’ve been knocked off!” exclaimed Albin. “I told you it was 
dangerous!” 

“Get over yourself!” He leaned over the edge. “Alright Ellie, he’s at the 
top, your turn!” 

“Ok!” He heard Ellie shout. 

Ellie started to climb and did so at a much more reasonable pace than 
Albin did. The wind had let up and all was going well, until she neared the 
top and the ladder began to wobble. 

She stopped for a moment to let it settle. “I think it’s starting to break 
a little...” 

“Please be careful...” said Albin, watching carefully. 

Despite her brief hesitance, Ellie continued on at the same pace. 

She was almost at the top when the ladder broke off the concrete it 
was bolted to and started to collapse underneath her. 

“ELLIE!” shouted Ryan. He quickly grabbed her arm and tried to pull 
her up. 
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Ellie grabbed onto him with both hands. “Shoot shoot shoot...” 

“Hang in there, I’ll get you up!” He tried pulling her over the edge, but 
began to slide over himself. “Oh no, no, no, no, no! Shit! Albin! Help!” 

Albin got up. “What’s going on?!” 

“We're about to fall over the edge, help me out here!” 

“Oh no! Hold on!” 

Just before Ryan could go tumbling over the side of the bridge, Albin 
grabbed onto his legs and pulled both him and Ellie over near effortlessly. 

Ryan sat down to catch his breath. 

“Are you alright?” asked Albin. 

“Yeah. I’m fine.” said Ellie, sitting down. She wiped some of the rain 
out of her eyes and leaned back against the railing. “This was such a stupid 
idea...” 

Even though she nearly died, Ellie only seemed a little winded. Ryan 
didn’t find her reaction too surprising though, there was no one quite as 
tough as his sister. It was very hard to scare her. 

He got up looked down into the woods below where the debris of the 
broken ladder were now scattered. 

“No choice but to find Dad now...” He mumbled. 

The group continued on through the night, a little shaken, but not 
hurt. Besides the rain and thunder, it was rather quiet, maybe even 
peaceful. Though, it’d be easier to enjoy if their lives weren’t at stake (and 
maybe if they had an umbrella, too.) 

The trek through Uniacke wasn’t much different, but having some 
proper lighting for once was nice. There was a surreal aura in the air as they 
walked the empty, puddle filled streets. 

Almost every window was dark, but in the distance Ryan could see a 
few lit windows. He wondered what someone could be doing so late at 
night, and during a thunderstorm nonetheless. 

Ryan thought about the cat he saw for a split second in the living 
room. What was it there for? How did it even get in the house? Did he 
actually see it at all? 

He considered telling Albin and Ellie about it, but he decided not to. 
It was probably just his imagination, and the last thing he wanted to do was 
cause more panic. Or get made fun of by Ellie. He wasn’t sure what would 
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be worse. 

After an hour’s long journey, they arrived in Solisville. Solisville was a 
decently sized, somewhat rural looking suburban town just outside of 
Uniacke. 

It was rather inviting during the day, the roads being lined with 
towering oak trees, old houses and the occasional storefront that was right 
on the street itself. During the summer, there’d usually be kids selling 
lemonade out in their driveways or drawing with chalk on the roads. 

But it was a completely different place late at night. All the lights in 
the houses were off, and only the occasional streetlight revealed what was 
ahead of them, creating isolated islands of light in the endless river of 
darkness that was the street. It was the darkest night Ryan could recall in 
years. But then again, he usually wasn’t out walking in a thunderstorm. 

All was quiet except for the rustle of trees and pouring rain, which 
came by in bursts, creating a sound like crashing waves as it blew through 
the trees. The air was filled with a foreboding, ominous aura. 

At the end of the street there was the silhouette of the man from 
earlier, he was pacing back and forth, but they couldn’t tell if he was talking 
to someone or not. There was no sign of their father anywhere. 

The group ran behind a building to finalize their plan. 

“You're sure we're doing this?” said Ellie. 

“Absolutely!” shouted Ryan. 

“Shh!” 

“Sorry.” He looked around the corner of the building and watched the 
man. “He’s right out in the open, pacing around. It might be hard to sneak 
up on him.” 

“Well, if you have any other ideas I’d love to hear them! You’re the 
one that had the bright idea to come out here!” 

“How about I hide in the woods unless you guys need extra help?” 
suggested Albin. “They are trying to kill me.” 

“That sounds like a safer option,” said Ellie. “We can’t have you 
getting killed.” 

“Just be careful.” 

“IT mean, I doubt he'll have any interest in killing us.” said Ellie, 
gesturing towards herself and Ryan. 
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“Until we beat him up.” said Ryan. 

“Of course, but he won’t stand a chance against the two of us!” 

Ryan grabbed his bat and looked out at the road again. The rain was 
still coming down hard. “I might be able to use the wind and rain for cover, 
there’s no way he'll hear me coming.” He looked over to Ellie, who was 
standing beside him now. “You ready?” 

“T think so. Are you absolutely sure this is a good idea?” 

“Oh it absolutely isn’t, but it’s not like we have any other options.” 

Ellie held in a laugh. “Alright, ’ll go out and distract them. When I 
signal for you, come out and whack em”!” 

“What’s the signal?” 

Ellie ran out onto the street without answering. She ran right in front 
of the man, who noticed her immediately. 

“You'd best turn around and head home,” they said threateningly. 
“It’s far past your bedtime.” 

“T know where Albin is!” 

The continued to stare at her near emotionlessly. “This matter is 
already being taken care of.” 

“No, listen! I know where he is, he snuck out. Dad won’t be able to 
find him.” 

“Ah, I see. You must’ve overheard our little conversation earlier. Ill 
just go and assume Albin is that echthros we’ve been searching for, 
correct?” 

Ryan grimaced. Something about the way the man called Albin that 
word sounded very derogatory. 

“Yeah he uh... is.” 

“Hm. Looking out for your old man, are you?” He smiled a little. 
“Youre a good kid, it’s such a shame your family has to deal with all this. 
Do you have any idea where this ‘Albin’ has gotten off to?” 

“Uhhh...” Ellie looked towards Ryan and vaguely motioned towards 
the man. That must’ve been the signal. 

Ryan quietly walked out onto the street. 

The man didn’t notice her signal and continued to talk to her. He 
patiently put his hand on his hip. “Take your time. I’ve got all night.” 

Ryan whacked them across the back of his head with his bat as hard 
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as he possibly could. They stumbled a little, but it didn’t seem to do much 
else. 

The man felt the back of their head, then slowly turned around to face 
Ryan, staring straight into his eyes with such an intense fury it made him 
feel frozen solid. Ellie ran up behind them and smacked the man with her 
water bottle, but that seemed to do even less. 

They turned around and looked at Ellie, then back at Ryan. “Ah. I see 
what’s going on now.” They whistled. “Men, deal with the girl, I’ll take care 
of this one.” 

Before Ryan could react, the man grabbed his bat, effortlessly 
snapped it in half in front of him and threw it on the ground. 

“Looks like sin runs in the family.” scoffed the man. He grabbed him 
by the front of his shirt and lifted him up off the ground. 

Ryan screamed and kicked, but the man’s grip was stronger than 
steel. 

“Ellie help!” He shouted. 

Ellie tried to help him, but two other people, both having wings, 
descended from the sky above. One grabbed Ellie and held her at gunpoint, 
while the other pressed a button on the side of their helmet. 

They looked around, and something in the woods seemed to catch 
their attention. “The echthros is hiding in the woods behind a building.” 

The man looked over to them. “Bring it to me.” He watched the other 
man walk off into the woods to get Albin, then looked back at Ryan and 
grinned. “You know, I’m sure nobody would notice if a few mortal kids went 
missing.” He slammed Ryan to the ground and pinned him down with his 
foot. Then with the snap of his finger, a glowing red khopesh appeared in 
his right hand. “Just a few pathetic mortals. Disposable, weak, frail 
creatures, who come from dust and hastily return to it. A type of creature 
quickly forgotten. And what’s such a thing to the eternal glory of God?” 

The man raised their khopesh above their head, preparing to strike. 

“RYAN!” screamed Ellie, desperately trying to escape the grasp of the 
man that had her. 

Realizing he was unable to escape, Ryan closed his eyes as tightly as 
he could and braced himself for the inevitable. 

It looked as if all hope was lost and that death would surely follow. 
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But just before the blade was about to come down on Ryan, someone 
punched the man, knocking him clean off his feet. 

The man landed on his back and dropped his weapon. Upon leaving 
his hand, the khopesh seemingly evaporated, then faded away. 

“You leave those kids alone!” Someone shouted. 

Ryan slowly opened his eyes and saw a man dressed in a dark brown 
trench coat and a fedora with a small golden earring in one ear. They had 
the head of some sort of dog, which was black and brown, almost like a 
German shepherd’s (though, such an animal wouldn’t be called that in this 
world.) However, this was Their only dog-like feature as They had the body 
of a human with tan coloured skin. 

He walked over to the man with the wings and began to lecture him. 
“Consider our deal over, Keshiel! If I had known you'd stoop this low, I 
would’ve never spoken to you!” He turned to the men who still had a hold 
on Ellie and Albin. “And you two, you’d best let them go if you know what’s 
good for you!” 

Without hesitation, they let go of Ellie and Albin, and flew off. 
Keshiel carefully sat up. Even though he’d taken quite a hit, he 
seemed more annoyed than hurt. “This is none of your business! You have 

no right to interfere!” he hollered. 

“And you have no right to hurt innocent children!” 

“They aren’t innocent! One is an echthros and the others are 
defending it! They’re all sinners!” 

“So you’ve chosen to slaughter them over something they can’t 
control? You're the only monster I see here, get out of my sights!” 

The mysterious man kicked Keshiel in the ribs, causing him to 
stumble backwards. He grabbed his gun, but hesitated and put it back in his 
belt instead of firing. Whoever this man was, it wasn’t someone he wanted 
to mess with. 

“You'll pay for that!” He shouted, shaking his fist in rage. He then 
spread his wings and flew off into the night without looking back once. 

Ellie came running over to Ryan. “Geez! Are you ok?!” She asked. 

“Yeah I’m... fine.” said Ryan as he stood up. The man that saved them 
approached the group. 

“You kids alright?” They asked. 
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“Yeah we're fine.” said Ellie “Albin seems a little shaken up, though.” 
she gestured towards Albin who was lying on his stomach in the middle of 
the road, covering his head with his hands. 

“Ah, well it’s nice to see everyone is mostly ok at least.” The man 
shook Ryan’s hand and smiled. “I’m Claus, by the way.” 

“Thanks for saving us!” said Ryan “But... I don’t know what we’re 
gonna do now... Those people took our dad and they’re trying to kill us...” 

“Yes, it'd seem youre in quite the pickle indeed. Keshiel is a very high 
ranking angel in Lucidus’ army, a power or authority, if you will. Not only 
that, he’s second in command. You couldn’t have picked a worse angel to 
mess with.” 

“Wait wait wait- you're telling me we’re being hunted by angels?” 

“Precisely.” 

“That'd explain the whole ‘sinners’ thing he was rambling on about... 
why are they after Albin?” 

“The boy lying on the ground?” 

“Yeah, him.” 

Claus walked over to Albin. “Oh dear... you poor, poor thing.” He 
mumbled. 

“Huh?” mumbled Albin as he finally got up. “Oh no. I’m turning into 
a monster aren’t I?! I’m a horrid, horrible creature or some experiment 
gone wrong or—” 

“No no no, it’s nothing like that! It’s quite simple actually,” Claus 
helped Albin up off the ground. “You're a nephil!” 

Albin looked shocked. “I-” He paused then stared at Claus. “...’ma 
what?!” 

“A nephil; half angel, half human.” 

The group fell silent. 

Albin looked down at his hands, and then back at Claus. “What?!” 

“Well, that’d explain the wings...” said Ryan. 

“And how he hits people harder than me even though I’m an orange 
belt...” added Ellie. 

“Listen, I’'d love to stay and chat a while,” said Claus. “but I’m afraid 
I’m terribly late for something! I suggest you get away from here and hide 
yourselves well. Oh, and, if you ever need my help, or if you’re in any 
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trouble,” He reached into his coat and took out a small, golden, name tag- 
like device with a button near the top, and handed it to Albin. “This is how 
you contact me, just press that button.” 

Ryan leaned over to read the label that was on the mysterious device. 
It read: 


PRECISE LOCATION KEY: 
AGS58D - “CLAUS’ OFFICE” 


For your safety, do mot attempt to destroy or tamper with the key. 


“What’s this?” asked Ryan. 

“Tm afraid I don’t have time to explain much, but all you need to 
know for now is it’s a mode of transportation. Take care!” 

Claus took out another one of the keys and pressed the button on it. 
The device created a spark which quickly opened up a glowing blue 
doorway. It floated, seemingly unaffected by gravity and created a low hum. 
Claus, without hesitation, leapt through it. It then closed behind Him and 
vanished as if it was never even there. 

And with that, Ryan and his siblings were on their own again with 
nobody but the wind and the rain to accompany them, which they were now 
thoroughly wet and cold from after hours of walking. 

Albin silently slipped the key Claus had given him into his pocket, 
then sat down, burying his face in his hands. “How the hell am I gonna 
explain this to my therapist...” He mumbled, dejected. 

Ryan sat down next to him and patted him on the shoulder. He’d 
always known Albin wasn’t a normal kid, everyone did. But he never 
could’ve expected this. His own little brother, half angel and just as 
mysterious as ever... 

Another distant clap of thunder rumbled through the sky, a stark 
reminder they were a long way from home, outside in the middle of a fierce 
storm. Ryan wrapped his arm around Albin and sat in silence for something 
that felt quite possibly longer than forever. 

He knew coming out here wouldn’t be easy, but now he felt more 
hopeless than ever. Not only did he nearly die doing something that could 
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only be described as stupid, now he wasn’t sure if he’d ever see his father 
again. 

What was stopping Keshiel from finding and killing their dad now? 
How did he know his dad wasn’t dead already? All of it made him feel 
hollow inside, like the storm’s wind was blowing right through his soul. 

Ellie sat down next to them, quickly rubbing Albin’s arm as she did. 
“Well, he’s gone. What should we do now?” 

“Call the police...?” suggested Ryan. 

“What are the police going to do?! Arrest them? Ryan. We're being 
hunted by actual real life angels! Angels! The local authorities couldn’t 
even stop that kid that stole a chocolate bar from the corner store last week. 
How do you possibly expect them to stop Keshiel, the top commander of 
heaven?! Can you use your head for once?!” 

“Then what? Do you have any ideas?!” 

“Well, this is a long shot but... Aunt Valerie said she was out in 
Robsart, which is pretty far from here. It might be far enough to escape 
Keshiel, even for a little while.” 

“But that’s like a two day journey on foot! Besides, what do we do if 
they catch us on the way there?! And we don’t even know where her new 
place is!” 

“Well, it’s worth a shot. It’s really the only place we can go.” 

“I guess youre right... We'll definitely need some more supplies 
before setting out, though. How about in the morning we stop by our house 
again and quickly grab what we need?” 

“Sounds like a plan to me!” Ellie smiled. “Maybe we’re not so screwed 
after all?” 

“Then what.” Albin said in a monotone, yet somewhat sad voice. 

He sat there looking up into the darkened sky, his wings tightly 
wrapped around himself. 

“What do you mean?” asked Ryan. 

“What do we do once we get there... About all this...” 

“ 

“Keshiel will find us again, then he'll take Valerie and Howard and kill 
them too, maybe even Ava. What’s the point.” 

“Well, Claus gave us that weird key thing and that might help!” 


“We don’t even know what it is or what it does, Ryan. It might be 
useless when we actually get in trouble.” 

Ryan shrugged “At least we have plan B?” 

“T guess. But that doesn’t change the fact we’ve officially lost any 
chance of finding Dad. He’s probably dead...” 

“T wouldn’t give up yet! Maybe Valerie can help?” 

“No she can’t. Ryan, we’re screwed.” 

“Ok, then what’s your plan?” 

Albin laid back and sprawled out on the ground. “I don’t know... ’m 
going to die no matter what I do. I might as well just stay here, wait for a 
car to run me over.” 

“_.Serlously?” 

“Better than getting beheaded.” 

Ryan got up. “Come on! You can’t just abandon all hope and wait to 
become roadkill!” 

Albin let out an almost sarcastic laugh. “Watch me...” 

Ryan tried to lift Albin off the ground. “Oh come on! you can’t just 
stay here! You can’t give up every time you feel bad, things always get 
better after! It’s just the storm making you feel hopeless!” 

“I’m still going to die.” 

“No you aren’t! Nobody’s going to die! Look, I promise everything’s 
going to be ok. We'll find Valerie, go home, and nobody will get hurt. All of 
this will be a distant memory in a day or two, you watch.” 

Albin groaned. “Fine, but if I die it’s your fault.” 

“Hey, maybe it’s not a good idea to stay out in the open in the area 
where someone just tried to kill us?” said Ellie. “You know, where they 
might come back to after the one person that could stop them left?” 

Albin got up. “Yeah... uhm, right. We should really get moving.” 

And with that, they started their long trek back towards Uniacke and 
through the storm once again. 
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CHAPTER 5 


The willow Tree 


When they woke up that morning, the sun was shining once again and 
the bustle of daily life could faintly be heard. Birds chirped, buses cruised 
by, and people walked down the streets on their way to work. 

All the water from the night before had dried up, and thankfully, 
nothing had happened to them while they were asleep. 

They’d headed back to Uniacke and found a spot behind a building 
and next to a dumpster that’d offer them enough cover to sleep. It wasn’t 
the most comfortable spot, but it kept them safe and mostly dry throughout 
the night. 

Albin was leaning against a wall, looking out at the street. “Oh thank 


god, you're awake.” 

Ryan rubbed his eyes. He was still in the same spot he struggled to 
fall asleep in, Albin was still half angel, and the events that happened the 
night before still affected them. 

He sighed and got up. “If I’m gonna be honest, I was hoping all this 
was just some bad dream.” 

“Well, it isn’t. So we’d better get moving.” 

After Ryan shook Ellie awake, they headed out onto the street and 
made their way towards the ferry. It was surreal walking around Uniacke 
on their own like this, especially this early in the morning. Ryan couldn’t 
help but feel he’d get in trouble somehow, even if nobody was around to 
discipline him. 

They paid their fare with the last pocket change they had and arrived 
at the doorstep of their house. The door was still kicked in, lying in the 
same spot as when they left the night before. 

They were home, but without their dad there, it was just a house. 

Only the sound of the clock softly ticking filled the dimly lit house. 
Rain soaked papers, receipts, napkins, bags, and the occasional twig or leaf 
were scattered all over the floor. A few paintings had fallen off the walls, 
and everything made out of fabric in the living room still looked thoroughly 
wet. It looked like something straight from a disaster movie. 

Not wanting to stay too long out of fear of being spotted and hunted 
down again, they tried to pack their things as quickly as possible. 

When Ryan got upstairs to his room, he grabbed his portable radio. 

“Wait, why do you need that?” asked Ellie, peering into his room as he 
put it into his bag. 

“So we have something to entertain ourselves, it might be a long trip! 
Besides, I think the news could be helpful.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Ryan then grabbed his camera. 

“And why do you need that?!” 

“Nobody’s going to believe us unless I get photo evidence of all this 
happening!” 

“Photo evidence for who?!” 

“Uh... I don’t know, but... ’m sure we'll need it for something! ’m 


bringing it just in case.” 

“Well if you start complaining about your bag being heavy I am not 
carrying your stuff for you.” Ellie headed back to her room. 

Ryan turned on his camera, checking to see if the batteries were full. 
Like usual, the screen turned on and several colourful menus appeared. He 
smiled. 

His camera was the absolute opposite of professional, being made 
mostly out of a weird, pale pink rubber-y material and hard plastic. It was 
made for kids, and he’d gotten it when he was only 6 or so, but it still 
worked like a charm and did everything he needed it to do. It also had a few 
short games on it, which would come in handy if he ever got bored. 

It was one of his most prized possessions, and had years worth of 
photos and videos on it. He tucked it into his backpack. 

After packing a few more little things from around the house, 
including money, food, water, flashlights and a change of clothes, they 
headed downstairs. 

Everyone had just about everything they needed and were ready to set 
out and start their long journey out to Robsart, but before they left, Ellie 
spotted something that could be helpful. 

“Hey wait, we should bring these!” Ellie picked up one of the four 
two-way radios they had lying around the kitchen. “I remember Dad saying 
these could reach really far! If we ever get separated we could use these to 
contact each other!” 

“That’s a great idea!” said Ryan. He grabbed one and passed the other 
to Albin. “Alright, all set!” 

“Wait,” Albin took his bag off and started digging through it. He 
pulled out a neatly folded map. “I think we should check the map first, just 
so we know where we're going. Robsart’s a long way off.” 

He opened up the map and spread it out on the ground in front of 
them. It was rather large, but most maps of the world tended to be. 
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“Gee wizz!” said Ellie. “It’s almost a shorter trip to The Deadlands 
than to Aunt Valerie’s!” 

Uniacke, Armouth, Solisville, Robsart and all the other little 
communities that made up the place so many called home were part of a 
small isolated patch of habitable land; the last livable spot on the planet. 

The patch of land was only about 156 horizons across (or, in more 
earthly terms, roughly 780 kilometres) but for the small population of 
Vesta, it was the entire world. 

Outside of the livable land, there was a seemingly endless wasteland 
called The Deadlands where the ground was too scorched and dry for 
anything to grow; the aftermath of a deadly event 8000 years prior, the 
death of the old world, and the birth of a new one. The aftermath of an 
event simply known as The Blinding. But the dead do not concern the 
living, at least for now. 

“...Do you think The Deadlands could be somehow safer than the 
normal way to Robsart?” said Ryan. 


Ellie glared at him. “What?” 

“Think about it, The Deadlands are the absolute last place they’d 
expect us to go!” 

“Yes, because there’s nowhere to hide. It’s flat, dead ground all the 
way to the horizon and probably forever.” 

“Yeah but it could be a safer route?” 

“Ryan. The Deadlands is a bad idea.” said Albin 

“Tt’s also not the way to Aunt Valerie’s.” added Ellie. 

“Well, is there any other route we can take?” said Ryan. “They might 
expect us to be on the main roads.” 

They inspected the map, looking for possible alternate routes. After 
about five or so minutes of following roads along the map, they came to the 
conclusion that any other routes would add at least three hours onto their 
trip. 

“Tt might be an awfully long trip...” said Albin. 

“How about we just cut through the woods near Beisan?” suggested 
Ryan. 

“We could get lost if we do that.” 

“Tt’ll be a miracle if we somehow don’t before then.” scoffed Ellie. 

Albin looked nervous. “There’s also always the possibility of running 
into a cannibal.” 

Ellie laughed. “Oh you don’t seriously believe that stuff do you?” 

“T mean, we can’t prove it wrong.” 

“The great famine was twenty two years ago, I doubt anyone’s still 
resorting to eating human flesh.” 

“Yeah but, there’s been hundreds of stories about a bunch of bodies 
being dragged off there still! Plus the Beisan spikes are real, we’ve all seen 
the pictures of them.” 

“Yeah I know it’s creepy, but how does it relate to cannibals that don’t 
exist?” 

“There’s all these creepy looking signs written in a language that 
nobody can understand.” 

“Yes, but the spikes have always been there and those signs probably 
have been too.” 

“The signs also have skulls on them.” 


“And none of them relate to cannibalism.” 

“How do you know?” 

Ellie sighed. “Ryan, Let’s just stay out of the woods. If someone comes 
by we can always hide in a ditch or something.” 

“Alright.” Ryan didn’t want to admit it, but all the talk of the 
cannibals was making him a bit nervous too. 

They were about to pack up, when Albin stopped them again, seeming 
much more tense than before. “Wait, maybe going that way isn’t a good 
idea.” 

Ellie glared at him. “What? Albin we just settled on a route through 
there, what the hell are you talking about?” 

Albin looked over his shoulder, then back at Ellie.“I’ve just got a bad 
feeling about it. Like, I don’t know- something just feels... off.” 

“What?” 

Albin looked around a second time, almost as if he saw something. “I 
don’t know, Ellie- I just... I feel like we're...” he paused for a second. “Oh 
forget it, it’s nothing. You'll just make fun of me.” 

“Whatever.” 


A A 


They packed up the map, finally headed out, and started their long 
journey to their aunt Valerie’s. Thankfully, unlike the night before, the 
weather was fairly clear and warm, so the walk over would be relatively 
easy. 

What wasn’t easy though, was walking on an empty stomach, so they 
decided to take a short detour into the small town of Beisan and rest a 
while. 

Beisan wasn’t a very big community compared to Solisville, being 
somewhat far off from the cities. 

There wasn’t much to do there besides visit the lake which shared a 
name with the town. Or, if you were brave, go exploring deep into the 
woods and film yet another documentary about the mysterious field of 
spikes, and the cult that supposedly used to live there during the famine. 

Though, all of it was shrouded in conspiracy, and every documentary 
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that promised a definitive answer on the cult consistently ended on a 
hopeful ‘we don’t know, but maybe someday we will.’ 

But aside from the cult conspiracy business, Beisan was populated 
almost entirely by historians who were studying the spikes, since they 
apparently predated The Blinding by a couple hundred or so years. 

But none of that concerned Ryan today. 

The Macapens had their own thing to do in Beisan; a few summers 
ago Valerie had taken them to a diner there called The Willow Tree, and 
gotten a good meal for the three of them for only about ten dollars. Ryan 
just so happened to have ten dollars. 

The group walked on until they saw a small street sign on the side of 
the highway. A plain wooden sign with nothing but a black spray-painted 
arrow pointing down the road with the text “Beisan’ crudely written above 
it. 

It was supposed to be a temporary replacement after a car took out 
the more fancy sign they had before, but for whatever reason nobody ever 
got around to it. 

This, perhaps through some cruel, cosmic joke, meant the sign that 
said ‘You just missed Beisan!’ about fifteen or so meters down the road was 
easier to spot than the actual sign into the community. Something which 
caused Valerie, as well as their father, much grief over the years. 

Ryan chuckled a little thinking of all the times their dad sped right 
past the road into Beisan and had to do an illegal U-turn in the middle of 
the road, muttering a flurry of swears towards the incompetent people of 
Beisan as his passengers laughed at him. 

But this brief happiness was soon replaced by sadness. Just thinking 
about stuff like this made him miss his dad more. He hoped his dad was 
alright, and more importantly, alive. But he was starting to have his worries 
and doubts. 

A few meters from the sign, Albin stopped in his tracks. “Something’s 
wrong.” 

Ellie groaned and turned around. “Here we go...” 

“Something terrible is about to happen, I can feel it.” 

“And?” 

“T feel like something’s about to go wrong. There’s just this... horrible, 


horrible, presence. It’s here again. And it’s... stronger...” 

Ellie crossed her arms. “Get over yourself, will you? We're just here 
for lunch! It’s not the end of the world!” 

“T know, I...” Albin looked down the road from where they came, as if 
expecting to see something following them. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s 
nothing, maybe I’m just anxious again.” 

“Yes you are. Now come on, let’s go. ’m hungry!” 

They headed down the road to Beisan. 

By the time they had reached the little lakeside diner, it was getting 
late in the day. The Willow Tree looked pretty ordinary aside from the sign 
out front, and was probably a house at some point in the past. 

It was right on the shore of the lake and was propped up by a series of 
concrete cylinders. It had a porch around it and a set of stairs that 
descended down onto the pebbly beach. 

Before they went in, they sat down on the porch out front to rest their 
legs a bit, they’d been walking all day and were extremely tired. 

Ryan took a deep breath and leaned back against the railing. He 
looked down at the lakeshore. Beisan wasn’t too busy, like usual. Only a few 
people were on the beach, and a handful of people were swimming in the 
lake. 

A cool summer breeze was blowing through, and distant puffy clouds 
filled the sky. Ryan felt a bit gloomy as he remembered today was the day 
their dad would’ve taken them camping. 

He should’ve been settling down at the site for the evening, not out 
here at The Willow Tree, wondering if his dad was even alive at all. Not only 
that, but at this rate, he was going to miss several more days where he 
could’ve been productive to the long walk. He dreaded all the events he had 
planned that he’d be missing... 

He sighed and looked up at the sky. 

It was then that Albin noticed something. “What the...?” he tapped 
Ryan on the shoulder. “What’s up with those two cats?” 

“What? Where?” asked Ellie. 

“Over there, look!” Albin pointed towards two strange looking cats 
that were perched on top of the porch’s wooden railing. 

One was a white cat with glowing, cyan coloured eyes. It was wearing 


what looked to be a scarf made out of glowing squares, almost like the 
pixels you'd see in an old video game, that were the same colour as its eyes. 

The second cat was black with glowing red eyes and wore a similar 
scarf-like object, just in red. It was the cat Ryan had seen in their house 
when Keshiel showed up. He felt an unexplainable dread as he looked at it. 

Then, as if the encounter couldn’t possibly get any weirder, the white 
cat began to speak. “Ah, it would seem they have noticed us!” 

“It would seem so indeed! Quite observant they are.” The black cat 
replied. 

“What the- a talking cat?!” exclaimed Ryan. “Two talking cats?!” 

The two cats chuckled in a hauntingly unnatural way, for they knew 
something Ryan did not. 

“A cat is a rather understandable being for a creature as thyself,” the 
cat in white remarked. “As well as an understandable form for many beings. 
But natheless, a cat I am not.” 

“Then what are you two?” 

“The loneliness of an empty hall, the melancholy of the night. A 
thought and feeling you cannot understand. A presence just out of thy oh so 
limited grasp of understanding, but most certainly there. I am the 
something which thee cannot describe. I hast but one epithet, the name in 
which I go by: Connafex. My compeer is... Siglex.” 

“Your introduction is appreciated, but alas, I’d find speaking for 
myself to be greatly preferable.” objected Siglex. “And we're quite rational 
in their language, you know. The term ‘omen’ would do rather nicely.” 

Connafex thumped his tail on the railing and looked away from 
Siglex. 

Ryan was now thoroughly intimidated by the two, but still demanded 
a clear answer. “What? What do you mean ‘omen’? Give me a real answer!” 

“That would be quite unnecessary,” said Connafex. “Omens are 
merely what we are.” 

“y” 

“Actually,” Siglex grinned a creepy, almost human-like grin. “I can 
give you an answer, if you’d like.” 

Ryan felt unexplainably nervous, but he did want an answer, didn’t 
he? “Uh... sure?” 


Siglex chuckled. “Well. Why explain, if one can simply see for 
thyself?” 

They began to change and Ryan felt an intense, splitting pain in his 
head. 

It kept getting worse and worse, he just couldn’t understand what he 
was looking at. It was everywhere, all around him, yet it lacked size and 
shape. It burnt like fire and stung like ice, and thousands of scream-like 
voices surrounded Ryan and filled his head. 

It terrified him, more than anything he’d ever seen in his life. And yet, 
he simply couldn’t fathom it. His mind couldn’t process it, his frail mortal 
body couldn’t handle what was around him. 

He gripped his head, screaming in agony. 

“Ryan! Oh my god, are you ok?!” exclaimed Albin. 

He kept screaming and started shaking uncontrollably. He fell to the 
ground, everything spinning faster and faster. The pain in his head was 
worse than anything he’d ever experienced before. 

He clenched his teeth and gripped his head even harder. It just 
wouldn’t end. Whatever it was just wouldn’t get out of his head no matter 
what he did. It felt like he was being torn apart from the inside out. 

“RYAN!” Albin knelt down next to him, crying. 

“No, no, no! Shit! Ryan! What happened?!” cried Ellie. 

“T- I- I d-don’t know what to do, I-” 

Everything was a blur, but he could make out something on the 
ground around him. Was it... blood? ...His blood? He wanted to cry for 
help, but his voice was gone. It all hurt so much and yet, everything felt so 
numb. 

Nothing made sense, he was so unbelievably dizzy and he didn’t even 
know why. He didn’t have the energy to scream anymore. It felt like his 
mind was being squeezed, tighter and tighter. 

The confusion and chaos ended, and Siglex was standing behind 
Albin and Ellie. Ryan’s hearing was failing him, but he was sure they were 
laughing at him. 

Ryan then slowly began to realize it wasn’t just his hearing he was 
losing; it was everything. His vision, his feeling, everything. 

He felt a wave of fear come over him as he realized what was 
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happening to him, but he couldn’t process it further, nor could he find the 
words in his mind to properly understand it anymore. It was like his mind 
was failing to do everything it could before, like a car slowly breaking down. 
It was all getting so dark, so cold... 

He heard Albin’s voice as everything faded, getting quieter and 
quieter. “Please... say something... please...” 


A A 


Suddenly, he was sitting on the porch again. He was still shaking, but 
it wasn’t for the same reason as before. 

He was terrified. What just happened to him? 

“W-what... w-was... t-that?” he whimpered. 

It all seemed so vivid in his memory, but there was no way it could’ve 
really happened. He was still alive and kicking, not whatever happened 
back there. 

Ellie and Albin looked concerned. 

“Are... you alright?” asked Ellie. 

“N-no... I...” He couldn’t even begin to explain, he wasn’t sure if he 
wanted to. He looked down at his hands. 

The scene flashed through his mind again, him dying on the ground, 
his siblings crying. It still all felt so real. He buried his face in his hands and 
began to cry. 

Siglex began to laugh. It was like multiple people, young and old were 
laughing all at once in a bizarre echoey way. 

Connafex confronted him. “Siglex! You’ve gone and ruined it again! 
The gall of you! Have you no pride?” 

“Oh yes, I assure you, I have plenty. But I find revealing my true 
nature to such creatures and the things that follow to be quite amusing! 
Incredible how such poor, fragile little things can live. He had only 
witnessed me and then promptly shuffled off this mortal coil! Oh, besides 
compeer, you know I delight in watching the many ways this crashes and 
burns.” 

“W-what d-do you... mean by that?” asked Ryan nervously. 

“Goodness, it’s truly hysterical to imagine how seamlessly alterations 
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affect such tiny beings. While you had ceased to be in one branch, it’s like 
nothing had happened in this one due to our intervention!” 

“W-what...?” 

“A simple alteration has made that branch an impossibility. And so, 
the ever growing tree of time can grow in that direction no longer. The 
version of you who had witnessed me, along with the events that’d transpire 
afterward are no more. Timelines are a blessing, are they not?” 

Siglex tilted his head and grinned once again, this time in a much 
friendlier way, if that was even possible. 

“Or a curse if your compeer is insistent upon tampering with them...” 
growled Connafex, thrashing their tail about. 

Ryan felt a chill go down his spine. In another timeline, for even just a 
short, fleeting moment, he was absolutely dead. “I... Ineed a minute...” He 
mumbled, a bit terrified. 

Ellie sat down next to him and hugged him. Which helped a little, but 
not enough. 

Albin decided to ask the two omens a question. “What are you here 
for?” 

“We are simply spectators to your world.” Connafex answered. “Our 
careful studying of this endless sea of worlds and the lifetimes they follow 
has proven this combination in particular to be not only outstanding among 
them, but unlike anything we’ve had the privilege of observing before.” 

Siglex continued on from where Connafex left off. “Reality operates in 
somethings and nothings, chaos and order, and life and death. Every 
universe is born from the purest chaos and slowly stabilizes itself until it 
uses up all its energy and reaches absolute equilibrium. During the in- 
between, these forces fluctuate. Especially on a multiversal scale. While 
random to such a being as yourself, chaos and order operate in grand, 
sweeping cosmic tides. It’d seem this multiverse in particular is having an 
unnaturally high tide, rising fast and flooding worlds with chaos.” 

“Following our desired timeline has led us to this point in time and 
space, where us meeting you here is an indispensable key point in turning 
the timelines down our desired course.” 

“Or, in other words, you’ve been swept up by the rising cosmic tide.” 

“However, we'll rarely need to interfere.” added Connafex. 
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“Tampering is not our goal. This endeavor we’ve partaken in is merely a 
pastime of ours.” 

“Wait, what?!” panicked Albin. “What do you mean we’ve been ‘swept 
up?!’ Why are we so important?! What’s going on?!” 

“You'll see.” the two said in unison. Siglex in a creepy way, Connafex 
in a more gentle, promising way. 

“What?! You can’t be serious! Give me a real answer!” Albin then 
remembered what happened when Ryan demanded an answer. “Actually- 
Wait! Wait! Wait! Don’t! Oh god please don’t!” he screamed, bracing 
himself for whatever was about to happen. 

The sound of a door opening to their left caught everybody’s 
attention. 

One of the waiters from inside the diner had heard the commotion 
happening on the porch and came out to investigate. “Is everybody alright 
out here?” she asked, holding a platter with some empty glasses. 

Ryan wondered how he was supposed to answer that question. “N-no, 
there was uh...” 

He turned towards Connafex and Siglex, only to find they were gone 
without a trace. 

“A what?” asked the waitress. 

“Nevermind, I’m alright. ...I-I think.” 

“You sure...? I heard some screaming coming from out here, 
something like ‘oh god please don’t’, was that you?” 

“No, uh, that was... him,” he pointed towards Albin “don’t worry 
though we were uh...” 

“We got in a fight.” said Albin. 

“Y-yeah...” 

“We beat the hell out of each other.” 

The waitress looked a little concerned, but she minded her own 
business. “Alright then, just... don’t do it again!” she went back inside. 

Everybody went quiet, until Ellie eventually broke the silence. 
“What... just happened?” 

“T... don’t know...” said Ryan quietly, wiping away tears. 

“Lets uh... just go inside and hope they don’t show up again?” Albin 
suggested. 


“T don’t think there’s much we can do about them anyways, so... 
might as well, I guess...” said Ryan. 

They awkwardly headed inside to get something to eat, still very 
scared and confused after what had happened. 

The inside of The Willow Tree wasn’t anything too fancy. The walls 
were covered in old pictures from around Beisan, calendars, clocks and 
what looked to be autographed photos of young racers. 

The floor was an old checkered title that was broken in some spots, 
uneven in others, and completely gone in a few. The floor damage was 
especially noticeable at the entrance, where below the dirty red mat they’d 
tried to cover it with, there was some almost rotten looking wood. 

All the tables looked like they were brought in from somewhere else 
(which was probably because they were) and hardly matched each other. 
But even though the diner was in disrepair, it still served great food and 
gathered quite a few customers. 

After ordering, the group decided to sit down by one of the windows 
facing the lake and wait for their food. 

“This is a disaster so far...” said Albin. 

“God... and youre telling me...” Ryan felt his forehead. He swore his 
head still hurt, but maybe that was from stress. 

He kept trying to convince himself that what just happened to him 
wasn’t real. He was ok, and that’s all that mattered. But he didn’t feel ok. In 
fact, he still felt a strong feeling of dread. Maybe if he tried to ignore it, it’d 
go away? 

He continued talking as if nothing was wrong. “What even were those 
things?” 

“T don’t know.” Albin looked around, as if he still expected Connafex 
and Siglex to be lurking nearby somehow. “I wonder how long they’ve been 
watching us...” 

Ryan recalled how he saw Siglex earlier. “I saw Siglex sitting on the 
back of the couch when Keshiel broke in last night. Only for a second 
though.” 

The waiter arrived at their table with their food and they briefly 
stopped their conversation. Thankfully, it wasn’t the waiter from earlier. 

He handed them their plates. “Enjoy your meal.” 


“Thank you!” 

They began to eat their lunch. 

“Anyways, you saw Siglex?” said Albin. 

“T think so, yeah.” 

“God... I think... I think they’re that presence I’ve been feeling since 
yesterday. There’s no other explanation for it.” 

Ellie propped her head up on the table, poking at her food with her 
fork. “Gosh, I hope that weird key thing Claus gave us actually helps.” 

Albin took the key out of his bag again to inspect it. 

Ellie looked over at Albin’s plate and chuckled. “Oh my god. You’ve 
ordered chicken and fries again?” 

“Yeah, so?” 

“Every time we’ve gone to a restaurant you've ordered that, I don’t 
think you’ve ever gotten anything else!” 

“T did, once.” 

“That was when you were six and because chicken and fries wasn’t on 
the menu” 

“Tt’s good, okay?” 

“You need to order something else for once, expand your tastes a 
little!” 

Albin simply ignored her and placed the key on the table. 

Ryan turned it towards him and had a good look at it. “I wonder what 
AG58D means...” 

“Maybe it’s like a serial code?” suggested Albin. 

“Looks kinda short for one. It also says it’s a ‘precise location key’, 
whatever that means.” 

“Well Claus did say it was a transportation device, and I’m guessing 
the precise location is Claus’s office, unless that’s just something to do with 
where it’s from.” 

“How exactly does it transport us though?” Ryan picked it up and 
flipped it over. There was nothing written on the back. 

“Here, Let me see it for a second.” said Ellie. He passed it over to her. 

Ryan leaned over and looked at it as she held it. As he did, he realized 
something. “Didn’t Claus have one of these too?” 

“He did?” 


“Yeah! He pressed the button on it and it opened this portal-like 
thing. I think the label and button on his was blue, though.” 

“I’m guessing this one probably does the same thing.” Ellie studied it. 
“Should we try it?” 

They looked around, silently debating whether to activate the 
mysterious device or not. 

“Well, Claus probably gave it to us to use in an emergency. Now is 
probably not an emergency.” said Albin. 

“And I don’t think it’d be a good idea to use indoors...” said Ryan. 

Albin leaned against the windowsill and looked outside. “I just hope 
whatever it is can help us...” 

He got a concerned look on his face and sat up a little. 

“What is it?” asked Ryan. 

Albin pointed towards something in the sky outside. “What the hell is 
that? 

Ellie and Ryan tried to move closer to the window, but after realizing 
it'd be physically impossible, they headed outside onto the porch. 

In the sky there were two black, flying objects pursuing a gold and 
white one at an incredibly fast speed. But not making a sound, like two 
bizarre metal birds. 

There was a bright flash in the sky, and the gold and white object lost 
control and went spinning towards the ground, crashing somewhere deep 
in the woods. Clouds started rapidly forming overhead and the wind began 
to pick up a little. 

“Oh my god! What was that?!” shouted Albin. 

All around them, alarms started going off. All the telephones rang, all 
the sirens blared, and every bell began to chime. 

“Oh no,” shouted Ellie, trying to speak over the racket. “Did that just 
activate the Blinding sensors?!” 

Crowds of screaming people rushed to their cars, pushing others over 
and nearly trampling them in their panic. 

Even though many people believed The Blinding was Lucidus’ way of 
punishing the old world for their sins, it was still shrouded in mystery. It’d 
be foolish not to prepare for a similar event. 

What The Blinding was actually like is unknown, but one piece of 
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information had stuck with people for generations. Saint Anwyll, one of the 
few survivors of The Blinding, described the light as ‘brighter than the sun, 
bright enough to shine right through solid rock.’ 

Since a second Blinding level event was a very real threat that could 
come at a moment’s notice, there were light sensors set up all around Vesta 
and far into The Deadlands as part of an early warning system. When light 
brighter than the sun was detected, every alarm possible would be sounded 
at once, every telephone would ring in a special sequence, and every 
broadcast would switch to the Emergency Alert System giving instructions 
on what to do; Which was to head to a shelter. 

They’d been set up roughly a hundred or so years prior, and while 
there had been plenty of tests over the years, there had never been a false 
alarm. To the people of Vesta, this was the end of the world. 

A trail of smoke was still rising from the woods. Vesta didn’t have any 
flying vehicles, so as far as Ryan knew it could be an alien. Yet, for whatever 
reason he felt compelled to help whoever crashed into the forest. 

Was it because of the dire situation, how he felt earlier, or the 
countless stories about weird things going on in the forests of Beisan? He 
didn’t know, all he knew was someone needed his help. 

“We have to go see if the person driving that thing is ok! Nobody else 
is going to help them!” 

“Ryan, wait!” called Ellie. 

He ignored her and ran across the beach and into the woods. 

He sped through the thick forest of creaking trees until he came to the 
small opening of the crash site. 

In the small clearing was the vehicle. Even though it crashed rather 
hard, it didn’t seem too damaged aside from the smoke pouring out of the 
cockpit. 

It was, without a doubt, one of the white and gold ships that people 
on Vesta had been seeing all throughout history. Nobody was sure who or 
what drove them, or why they were there, but they never posed a threat. 
Nobody had ever seen one up close until now. 

Ryan almost felt like it chose him, but stopped thinking that almost as 
soon as the thought entered his head. Nobody ‘chose’ to get in an accident 
with their vehicle. 


The main body of the vehicle was a metallic white that was covered in 
some sort of plating or armour. There were two large guns near the front, 
and plenty of lights all over. 

The two sets of wings were a brilliant shiny gold and were seemingly 
in two parts, split in the middle of the wing by a thick black connector, 
which would occasionally flicker a vibrant purple. They were also notably 
sharp and covered in scrapes at the front, maybe the wings themselves were 
a weapon? 

Ellie and Albin came running up behind him. 

“Ryan, this is dangerous! There could be an alien in there!” yelled 
Albin. 

“Tf they were dangerous they would’ve attacked us by now! There’s 
been tons of these things!” 

Ryan continued to ignore his siblings, then tried to pry what looked to 
be the way in open. Surprisingly, it came off with ease. 

The wind cleared away the smoke and revealed the pilot of the 
vehicle. Inside was a man with dark skin who looked to be in their mid 
twenties, wearing some sort of silvery helmet. Blood was flowing down their 
face, but strangely enough, it wasn’t red, and was instead a dark, rich shade 
of violet and had an iridescent sheen to it, almost like oil, but much more 
vivid and shiny. 

“Hey... it’s just a dude!” said Ryan. 

“Huh?!” Albin ran up to get a better look. 

As more smoke cleared however, Ryan noticed they weren’t a normal 
person after all. 

They had bright white wings and were wearing a similar coat to 
Keshiel’s, just with violet patterns instead of red and several pins on it. He 
was even wearing the same star of Lucidus as Keshiel, in the same shades of 
red and black as before. 

Ryan felt horrified. He’d just spent the entire day trying to escape 
angels, only to make a split decision and lead everyone straight to one. 

“Oh no. They’re an angel!” cried Ellie. 

The man started to wake up and took his helmet off, revealing his 
black, messy dreadlocks and bright blue eyes. He wiped some blood away 
from his face and looked at it on his hand, muttering something under his 


breath that Ryan could only assume was a swear. The man then noticed 
Ryan and his siblings. Curiously, instead of attacking them, he just gave 
them a confused look. 

“What the...” he mumbled. He looked over his shoulder at the sky 
above him and his eyes widened in fear. “SHOOT!” He quickly leapt out of 
the cockpit. “Hurricane bomb! Quick! Find shelter!” 

“A what?!” said Ellie. 

“Damnit! Go! Run!” 

Nobody moved. 

“Oh for goodness sake!” He grabbed Albin by the wrist and started to 
run, dragging him behind him. 

Albin screamed and tried to fight his way out of the man’s grasp. 

“Albin!” yelled Ryan. 

They chased the man as fast as they could, but he was much faster 
than they were. Surprisingly, instead of immediately killing him, the angel 
ran to The Willow Tree, opened the door and threw Albin inside. 

He then turned around and grabbed Ellie before she could react and 
did the same thing. Ryan stopped and tried to run away, but the man still 
managed to grab him and carried him under his arm into the diner. 

As soon as they got inside they were met with Albin, who was 
pointing the bread knife at them with an incredibly shaky hand. 

Ellie grabbed him and pulled him away from the door. “Get away 
from them, you idiot! Do you want to get killed?!” she shouted. 

The man put Ryan down, fought to close the door behind him and 
then sat down to catch his breath. 

The diner was now completely empty and toppled chairs were littered 
everywhere. Ryan got up and moved towards the other two, who were now 
huddled up underneath a table. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

“Yeah I’m fine, not sure about Albin though...” said Ellie. 

Albin was curled up in a corner, absolutely terrified. 

“Wait, Albin, do you have the key on you?” 

“The key...? OH! right,” Albin started digging through his bag. “No, no 
no no no no!” 

“What is it?” 
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“It’s still on our table!” 

Ellie got up. “Don’t worry, I'll get it. Stay here.” 

She carefully walked over to the table they ate at, making sure not to 
attract the attention of the angel, who appeared to be in the process of 
healing their wounds. 

When she got to the table she grabbed the key- and her plate and then 
headed back over. She passed the key to Albin. 

“Seriously?” grumbled Ryan. 

“Tm still hungry.” 

The man began to get up and started heading over. 

“Albin hurry!” 

Albin started frantically fiddling with the key, barely able to hold it 
from how much his hands were shaking. Ryan tried to take it from him and 
activate it himself, but he wouldn't let go. 

By the time he’d finally grabbed the key from Albin, the man was 
already at the table. 

Everyone was unbelievably tense as they knelt down to look under the 
table, nobody moved a muscle. 

“Hey, are you three alright?” they said. “I’m really sorry about all that. 
Things were about to get really bad out there, and I couldn’t just leave you.” 

Nobody said anything. 

The angel looked confused. “Is... something wrong?” 

“Youre... not going to kill us?” said Ryan. 

“What? No! Why would you think—” he then saw Albin, and his tone 
immediately darkened. “Is that a nephil?” 

Ryan felt his heart skip a beat. There it was. All of them were the 
same, weren't they? 

“Those are monsters, you know.” The angel’s eyes narrowed, and they 
grabbed their gun, preparing to fire. “They...” the angel stopped themself, 
and their expression softened, looking conflicted. “No... that... that can’t be 
right, can it?” 

Ryan huddled a little closer to Albin, wrapping his arms around him 
protectively. “P-please don’t hurt him. Please...” 

The angel stared at him again, then put the gun back on their belt. 
“No no, I won't, don’t worry. He doesn’t look anything like the nephilim we 
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grew up learning about... that’s for sure. He doesn’t look dangerous to me, 
so maybe he’s some weird exception or something. I’ll just let this one 
slide.” 

Ryan was a little calmer now, but still didn’t trust the angel one bit. 
He was too scared to speak, so Ellie decided to step in. “What do you 
mean?” 

“T don’t know, all my life I’ve heard stories of nephilim being these 
mindless, animalistic monsters that’d kill any siblings they had to get all the 
attention on them instead. But yet, here you three are. All teenagers, all 
very alive, and actively looking out for each other. God... he doesn’t even 
look like one. No horrible twisted fangs, no massive horns, no dagger-like 
claws, no deformed, inhuman looking face, and he’s definitely got no 
glowing spots either.” 

“90... are you uh... leaving us alone?” 

The angel sat down. “Oh yeah, he isn’t what I thought he was, so 
you re fine.” 

“Y-you promise?” asked Ryan. 

“I promise. I... have a feeling there’s been some sort of mistake 
here...” 

Ryan hesitantly came out from under the table and stuffed the key in 
his pocket. The wind was now blowing so heavily it shook the walls and 
rattled the windows. 

The angel kept his promise and stayed where he was. 

“_..What’s your name?” asked Ryan. 

“Kyrie, what’s yours?” 

“My name’s Ryan, i-it’s uh... nice to meet you! These are my siblings 
Ellie and Albin.” 

“Tt’s nice to meet you too!” 

Kyrie got up and grabbed a seat for himself, then briefly looked out 
the window. “Oh man, I hope my jet doesn’t get too damaged in all that,” he 
sat back down again. “not like that’d matter though, I think the darn thing’s 
on its way out anyways. Zyrgia sensors have been terrible lately! Every time 
I go to scan the area it thinks everything has a soul and flickers between 
colours extremely fast, which is why I crashed. I didn’t even realise those 
two bogeys were behind me until I got shot!” 
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“Wait. Zyrgia sensor? What the hell is that?” asked Ellie, who was 
finally coming out from under the table. 

“Oh, it’s how our technology detects living things. Souls give off a 
special type of energy called zyrgia, so anything with a soul will be picked 
up by it and highlighted either red or blue, depending on what it is. It 
doesn’t work very well when it starts trying to highlight everything and 
does that whole strobe effect, though.” 

Ryan felt horrified. “Wait, so you mean- anyone just flying over will 
know exactly where we are?” 

“Well, yeah. It’s honestly a miracle you haven’t been spotted yet. It’s a 
good thing you ran into me first! Or um, I ran into you...” 

“Oh no, we’re screwed! If Keshiel has one of those he’s absolutely 
gonna find us!” 

Kyrie jumped a little. “Keshiel?! Oh my god, youre being hunted by 
Keshiel?! Oh you poor, poor kids...” 

“Yeah, tell me about it... Do you know how to stop him?” 

“Tm afraid there isn’t a whole lot I can do. He’s Iovi’s right hand 
man.” 

“Tovi?” 

“Oh, right. You wouldn’t know about that. Gosh, I almost envy you 
mortals, you don’t even know there’s a war...” 

“A war?! What?” 

“Do you really want to know?” 

“Uh, obviously!” said Ellie. 

Kyrie sighed. “Alright. There’s a war between heaven and hell. It’s 
been going on for over 8000 years since around the event you'd call ‘The 
Blinding.’ After the...” Kyrie seemed hesitant. “The incident, the creatures 
of hell have been rebelling against the heavens and trying to take over 
Vesta. I’m one of the many members of Lucidus’ army that’s been enlisted 
in this war, like everyone else. Iovi, our leader, has made it mandatory to 
participate in the war with a death penalty for anyone that doesn’t. And he 
demands the war to go on until every underworld rebel or anything he 
deems ‘sinful’ is dead, which won’t happen anytime soon.” 

“So that’s why they’re trying to kill us... Why aren’t you killing us, 
then?” said Ryan. 
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“Well... me and a few others aren’t exactly fond of Iovi- but you didn’t 
hear that from me. Because of him and his war, we can’t settle, we can’t 
ever relax, we can’t ever just... live. Besides, I don’t see your brother as 
anything dangerous, and no order could ever make me kill a human, 
especially not a little one.” 

“A few others? Can they help us?” 

“Well, it’s uh...” he gave them an awkward look, “kinda just me and 
my boyfriend.” 

“Oh.” 

“Yeah...” 

“Well, can you two help us?” 

“Td love to, but we’re kind of on the run ourselves. Besides, I don’t 
even know where he’s at right now and my jet’s... y know.” Kyrie stood up 
and walked over to the window. “Looks like things are finally calming down 
a bit out there, I’m gonna go out to my jet again, see if I can get it working. 
If it’s even still there...” 

“We're trying to get to Robsart, can you take us there?” said Ryan. 

“Tm afraid not, again, as much as I'd love to help, there’s only room 
for two. Besides, those bogeys might still be lurking around, and the last 
thing I wanna do is get you three hurt!” 

“Alright...” 

“T might be able to help you in one way though, depending if this 
works or not.” 

Kyrie reached for his belt and took out a gun similar to the one 
Keshiel used; the patterns on it glowed violet when he held it. He handed it 
to Ryan. 

He took it. As soon as he held it, the glowing stopped completely. 

“Ok, now give this to Albin.” 

Ryan got up and walked over to their table, where Albin was still 
curled up in a ball underneath it. 

“Here,” said Ryan, handing the gun to Albin. 

Instead of taking the gun, Albin attempted to shove himself somehow 
further into the corner he was sitting in. 

“Albin, come on!” Ryan grabbed a hold of him and dragged him out 
from under the table. 
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“You just have to hold it.” said Kyrie. 

“Fine.” Albin hesitantly grabbed the gun. “GAH!” He let go of it, as if 
it was a piece of food he’d severely underestimated the temperature of. 

“What happened?!” said Ellie. 

“T don’t know- it felt weird!” 

Kyrie laughed. “Don’t worry, you'll get used to that. Try picking it up 
again.” 

He slowly picked it up, dropping it a few times out of fear. Once he 
had a firm grasp on it, the gun’s patterns began to glow a faint yellow. 

He grimaced. “My hand feels tingly!” 

“That means it’s working,” said Kyrie “you’re lucky enough to have 
strong zyrgia! That means you can use things like that gun there, which is 
powered by your soul’s energy!” 

“You mean it’s eating my soul?!” He hollered. 

“No no no! Don’t worry! Your soul is fine! It’s not your soul itself, it’s 
the energy it naturally gives off! And as long as you're not dying or 
something, it’s an unlimited resource. All living creatures have it, and most 
celestials have energy strong enough to be harnessed.” 

“Woah, that’s... kinda cool, actually.” 

“Yes, and you'll be able to defend yourself from Keshiel should you 
stumble across him again. Your zyrgia is less than a standard angel’s, anda 
lot less than Keshiel’s, so you won’t be able to kill or even injure them. But 
it should still hurt a bit! Kinda like a paper cut.” 

Albin quietly studied the gun in his hand while Kyrie walked over to 
the door. 

Ryan started digging through his bag. “Wait!” he yelled. 

“What is it?” asked Kyrie. 

Ryan took out his camera. “Can I get a picture with you? It’s for 
evidence, nobody’s gonna believe us unless I take a picture!” 

“Ryan, for god’s sake!” snapped Ellie. 

Kyrie laughed. “Sure, I don’t mind!” 

“Thank you!” said Ryan. 

He took a picture with Kyrie and managed not to blink in the photo. 

After it was taken, he showed the picture to Kyrie. 

Kyrie smiled. “Hey, nice photo! Anyways, I’d better get to work on my 
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jet! But by all means, if we meet again under better circumstances, I’ll be 
more than happy to help you out! Cya later!” Kyrie gave them a quick 
salute, then ran out the door and flew towards the woods. 

The sirens had stopped blaring outside and the wind was now nothing 
but a cool breeze blowing through the door. All was quiet aside from the 
sound of the wind chime outside the door of the diner. 

Ryan wished they treated Kyrie a little nicer, he seemed rather sweet. 

“It’s still gonna be tough getting to Robsart,” Ellie chuckled “but at 
least we know Albin is a sentient battery?” 

“You think if I shot her with this it would kill her?” asked Albin. 

“What?! Are you trying to kill me?!” 

“No, I wanted to shoot you to shut you up! Youre being stupid again!” 

“T was just making a joke! What, you can’t take jokes anymore?” 

“Do you not realize how serious all this is?! Our lives are in danger! 
Dad is gone and probably dead now, and we're out in the middle of 
nowhere with nobody around. Any of the angels can find us at any time! 
We're screwed, Ellie!” 

“T know! I was just trying to brighten the mood! What’s so wrong 
about that?!” 

“He’s just in a bad mood,” said Ryan. “We all are.” 

“For god’s sake Ryan I’m just trying to calm him down, shut up!” 

“That was you trying to calm me down?!” yelled Albin. “Maybe try 
apologizing?!” 

“Apologizing for what! A harmless joke?! Youre the one that 
threatened me! You idiot!” 

“And youre the one that’s acting stupid!” 

“Tt was a joke!” 

“You're not taking anything seriously! I’m tired of it!” 

Ellie got toe to toe with Albin. “Nothing was even happening! Am I 
just supposed to constantly walk on eggshells around you!? Is that it?!” 

“T don’t know, am I supposed to just not care about anything?” 

“Tt was just a stupid joke, you absolute idiot! I DO care! I was just 
trying to lighten the mood!” She shoved him. “I swear to god, I can’t stand 
another day around you.” 

Ryan really didn’t trust Albin with the gun while he argued, especially 
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with the threat he made beforehand. 

He reached for the gun and tried to pry it from Albin’s hands. 
“Dammit, give me that!” 

“No, it’s mine!” 

“And I don’t trust you with it anymore!” 

“Oh, so now you think I’m insane or something?” 

“No! Just give me the damn gun!” 

Albin attempted to pull it away from him and out of his grasp. But 
Ryan kept both his hands on the barrel of the gun, causing Albin to 
accidentally pull the trigger. 

A shot of energy came out of the gun and scorched Ryan’s arm, 
leaving a nasty burn. He let out a yelp of pain and fell to the ground. 

Albin gasped and dropped the gun in shock. “Keshiel’s right about 
me, I am a monster!” He fell to his knees and began to cry. 

Ellie ran over to Ryan and knelt down by him. “Ryan! Are you 
alright?” 

He instinctively tried to feel the burn with his hand and winced as 
soon he touched it. It stung like hell. “Well, ’'m not bleeding.” he said 
through clenched teeth. 

“Looks like the shot narrowly missed your arm, you're not burned too 
badly.” 

Ryan got up and walked over to Albin, who was now curled up ina 
ball with his wings wrapped around himself. He was heavily sobbing. 

“I’m already starting to change!” he cried. “It’s only a matter of time 
before I lose control of myself! I’m against God, I’m against nature! I’m 
against everything, dammit! I’m horrible! I should just turn myself in 
already, let them take me!” 

“No- Albin! It’s alright, you didn’t mean to! It was an accident! I’m 
fine!” said Ryan. 

“No it wasn't! I'm losing my mind! I’m a monster!” 

Ryan sat down by him. “No yow’re not. Kyrie wouldn't've given you 
that if you were insane! You're fine!” 

“No I’m not!” He hollered. 

“It was just an accident, it’s ok!” 

“Doesn’t change how all of this is my fault!” 
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“And how is this your fault?! You didn’t do anything wrong!” 

“Tm the one they're really after! They’re only trying to kill you two 
because you won’t hand me over! I’m the reason Dad’s gone! He should’ve 
just left me on the beach in that basket to die!” 

Ellie knelt down by him and put her hand on his shoulder. “This is 
nobody’s fault. None of us could’ve ever seen this coming. We'll get through 
this, I promise.” 

Albin wiped away his tears. “But things are only going to get worse! I 
set off something we can’t stop!” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Those two cats or ‘omens’ or... whatever they were. They said we’ve 
been ‘swept up’ or something. Things aren’t going to calm down and it’s all 
because of me!” 

“We don’t even know what they meant by that,” said Ryan. “it could 
be anything. Besides, things will calm down, it’s just a matter of when. It 
could be sooner than later, you'll see!” 

“But what are we going to do now?! Aunt Valerie probably isn’t even 
at her house anymore because of the alarms!” 

Ellie thought for a moment. “Wait- Ryan, turn on the radio.” 

Ryan looked at her, puzzled. “Why?” 

“Everyone is in the shelters right now, chances are they’ve noticed 
were gone! They might give us instructions on what to do!” 

“Wait. Youre right! You’re a genius!” 

“T doubt it...” mumbled Albin. 

Ryan went to his backpack and dug out his radio. It was still tuned to 
96.5. He turned it on. 

It took a while make out what was going on. There was a lot of what 
sounded like screaming and maybe even crying. 

Finally, the panicked voice of Krista Yasakan came through as things 
quieted down, supposedly because she’d moved to a calmer area. “OK OK 
OK, We're in uh- Uniacke’s blinding shelter! Yeah, Uniacke’s. Uh- there’s a 
lot of very scared people here, I’m one of them. Cliff has gone off 
somewhere else, I don’t know where he is. I’m sorry if there’s poor audio 
quality, or if you’re watching on our visual station, poor camera quality. It’s 
really loud in here right now. If you're still out there, get to a shelter as 
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quickly as you can! As soon as the light starts getting brighter those doors 
will lock and not let anyone in! Oh! Here’s Cliff! He’s on the ground ...is that 
a beer?! Oh, it’s non alcoholic? Ok, good. Is there anything you wanna say 
to our awsum listeners in their time of need?” 

There was a brief silence. “I... uh... OH! Ahem, right. I don’t know. I- I 
don’t know what to say, it’s... literally the end of the world out there, and I 
never thought it’d come so soon- or at all but... earlier, this man, about, I 
dunno, in his mid thirties ’d say. He came up to me and he just had this 
horribly sad look on his face, not the usual ‘oh god the world is ending why 
now I was in the middle of doing something!’ face either, I mean this man 
was sad looking. So I asked him what was wrong and well, he said his kids 
were missing. They went missing just yesterday, actually.” 

“Oh my goodness! Do we know their names?” asked Krista. 

“Yes, actually. He said their names are Ellie Macapen, Ryan Macapen 
and Albin Macapen.” 

Ellie gasped. “Oh my god! Dad’s alive!” 

They continued to listen. 

“_..but he won’t say where they were last seen. I’m not sure why but, 
listen. If you three kids are out there somewhere, wherever you are, maybe 
even listening to this! Please, get to the nearest shelter you can and we'll try 
to reunite you from there once everything settles. And... if you can’t, get the 
best cover you can, and may the lord be with you.” 

“Gosh... I hope they'll be OK...” 

“Tt must be so scary for them. Being stuck out there during all this...” 

“T can imagine. I hope they’ve already gotten to a shelter.” 

“Alright, so I don’t mean to undermine everything I’ve just said, but 
I lost one of the lenses to my sunglasses somewhere in here. I’ve been 
looking for it for almost twenty minutes now and there’s been no sign of it. 
If I can’t get it back I might just have to rock the whole ‘the apocalypse 
broke my sunglasses like it broke my spirit’ look until I can get a new pair, 
and I’m not prepared for that. So please, if you’re in the Uniacke shelter and 
see a single lens lying on the ground, I’m by the uhhh... uhh.... One of the 
shelves. Unless I have to move. Ok, how about if you find them just put 
them in your pocket and give them to me if you see me around? I’m wearing 
my usual outfit, just missing a lens and with my hand over one of my eyes. 
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Thank you!” 

“Tm sure you'll live if you can’t wear the sunglasses, Cliff.” 

“Krista for god’s- I mean, for goodness sake! When I’m on air I go by 
C.Q!” 

“Tt’s the end of the damn world, do you think people care?!” 

“y 

Ryan turned off the radio before their argument could escalate any 
further. “This is great! All we have to do is get to this town’s shelter, tell 
them the world’s not ending, and we'll be back with dad!” 

“Should we get going now?” asked Ellie. 

“Better sooner than later! Albin, what do you think?” 

Albin shrugged. “Better than sitting around here.” 

“Great! Then let's get going!” 

They grabbed their things and headed out the door. The wind from 
earlier was completely gone now, and the sun was shining in the sky again. 
There was no sign of Kyrie anywhere. 

They approached the nearest streetlight, which had a sign with a 
bright yellow arrow on it. Every town with a shelter had them. 

“Alright, so if we follow these, we should be at the nearest shelter in 
no time!” said Ryan. 

“Tf they don’t figure out nothing’s happening before we get there...” 
said Albin. 

“Beisan isn’t a big place and we're already in town, it shouldn’t be 
far.” 

They continued to walk, following the arrows. 

Ryan was still having trouble processing all that happened earlier. 
Siglex somehow killed him, then brought him back to life with an intact 
memory of his death, and found it funny. 

He looked around him, hoping not to see the two ‘cats’ lurking 
around. Thankfully, there was no sign of them, but Ryan still felt uneasy. 
Were they always watching? 

As they journeyed through town, a familiar noise started to slowly 
creep up on them. 

Halfway down the street Ryan stopped in his tracks. “Wait, do you 
hear that?” 
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They stopped and listened. The sound was faint, but growing 
noticeably closer. 

“Yeah, I do! It’s like this weird hum or something.” 

“Yeah it- wait a minute. That’s the sound I heard the night Dad got 
taken!” 

“Do you think it’s... one of their flying machines?” 

“T think it could be! But then that’d mean... Oh no.” Ryan looked 
around, trying to figure out where the sound was coming from. But right 
before he could figure it out, the sound stopped. “Shoot! We’d better run!” 

They ran behind a building and looked around the corner, keeping an 
eye out for any troops. They waited there in silence, anticipating to see 
Keshiel looking for them, but nothing happened. 

“T don’t see anyone...” said Ellie. 

“Maybe it’s not one of their vehicles, maybe it’s something else?” 
suggested Albin. 

“Then what is it?” 

“T don’t know, ...a car?” 

Suddenly, a shadow loomed over them, and before they could even 
process what was happening, Albin had a gun to the back of his head. 

Everybody froze. 

“You've been a real pest, you know that? It’s a damn shame lord Iovi 
wants you alive.” said Keshiel in a stern voice, grabbing Albin by the 
shoulder. “Guess I’ll have to make do.” 

He aimed the gun at Ryan. But before he could shoot, Albin quickly 
took out the gun Kyrie had given him, and shot Keshiel right in the eye. 

He let go of him and stumbled back, putting his hand over his face. 
“Where did you get that, you scumbag?!” He hollered. 

Albin turned to Ryan as he backed away from Keshiel. “Please tell me 
you still have that key on you. I think that only made him angrier!” 

Ryan took the key out of his pocket. “I'd say now’s an emergency!” 

“T agree!” said Ellie. 

Ryan remembered how Claus pressed the button on his key and 
assumed the one he was holding did the same. He pressed the button, and a 
spark shot out of the key and out in front of him. 

The spark expanded and created what looked to be a glowing white 


11 


doorway. It dimly lit up its surroundings and made a bizarre humming 
sound, almost like a sound a keyboard of sorts would make. 

Ryan didn’t know what it did, or where exactly it would lead him, but 
he had no choice. Gathering his courage and without a moment’s 
hesitation, he leapt through the doorway. 
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VN 


PART 2 
BEYOND THE 


MACROCOSM 


CHAPTER 6 


worlds away 


In a flash of light, Ryan found himself in a completely different place 
than where he was before. Even the feel of the air, his very sense of self, felt 
distinctly different in a way he couldn’t explain. In his shock and confusion, 
he lost his footing and plunged face first into the ground. His siblings came 
right behind him, equally as shocked. 

Ryan quickly got to his feet, not sparing a moment to think, as Keshiel 
was surely hot on their heels. 

“Ryan, close it!” shouted Albin. 

“I don’t know how!” He flipped the key around, looking for anything 
that would close the doorway. 
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“Hurry!” 

“Tm hurrying!” 

Ryan panicked and pressed the button again. The portal closed, 
casting its surroundings into darkness once more. 

They sighed a collective sigh of relief and sat down. They were finally 
safe. At least, for now. 

“That was too close for comfort...” said Ellie. 

“Yeah... wait a minute. Where... are we?” Ryan got up again and 
looked around. 

They were standing on the porch of a small cabin, which was lit up by 
an orange tinted light above the door. Semi-transparent, glowing moth-like 
creatures fluttered around it. 

Oddly enough, there was no exit off the porch, and wooden railings 
surrounded it all sides. But as he looked over the edge and at the area 
surrounding the cabin, he quickly got an idea of why. 

The cabin was situated on an asteroid in an endless abyss. All around 
him was pitch black as far as the eye could see, except for a distant star and 
a couple of thin, wisp-like clouds. More of the moth-like creatures fluttered 
around in the distance, dancing around like sparks from a fire. There was a 
faint, ghostly blue glow cast to the bottom of the cabin by the lone star far 
below. 

Albin backed away from the edge and pressed himself against the 
wall. “I-I can’t see the bottom!” 

Ryan leaned over the edge and looked down. “Gee, I don’t think there 
is one...” 

“That is not helping!” 

Ellie snickered “Well, if it makes it any better, you wouldn’t hit the 
ground and die. Falling into the endless abyss forever, though...” 

“Ellie!” shouted Albin. 

Ellie laughed. 

Ryan turned to the cabin and took a look at the walls. 

The cabin itself was built out of unpainted wooden planks. There was 
a window facing the porch and a light was on inside, but it was impossible 
to see inside of it since it was covered with something. 

He went to the door. There was a note stuck to it on a corkboard, it 
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read: 


Hello valued customer! Because this hobby of mine 
happens to involve a Lot of travelling between universes, I’m 
usually not here. tf Um here (ana awake) the light above this 
door Will be ON, feel free to Rnock! tf the light is OFF please 
BO NOT wait for me to come back! For whatever reason there 
seems to be a time delay between universes Lately, ana because 
of that | could be gone for a VERY long time without notice. 
So if 'm wot here, head back home and visit me at a Later 
date! Or if you want, you can arop a Letter tn the mailbox by 
the door and I'll get back to You as soon as possible. Just make 
Sure You Leave some information about yourself so | can 
contact You Later. Thanks! 

(P.S, tf you happen to be a man named Devin who's been 
to my office and stolen my things several times, please turn 
around and dow't come back before | crush that stupid Lying 
snout of yours Like a pop can, thank you!) 

- Claus 


“Between... universes?! Well thank god the light’s on...” Ryan silently 
hoped that didn’t mean what he thought it did. 

He cast his worries aside and knocked on the door. 

There was a racket inside and what sounded like talking, but he 
couldn’t make out a single word anybody was saying. 

Eventually the door opened a tiny bit and a little boy with black hair, 
light skin, and brown eyes, who looked to be around 7 peered through the 
door. He was wearing a pair of golden rimmed glasses and a brown, argyle 
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pattern vest with a cream coloured long sleeve shirt underneath it. 

Upon seeing them he opened the door and immediately ran away 
from it. With the door more open now, they noticed the little boy was 
actually an angel, and had a beige and white coloured pair of wings. 

Albin flinched a little, but the boy probably wasn’t a threat; he was 
only a little guy, after all. 

The boy grabbed a book and sat down on top of a cabinet. 

Claus greeted them. “Oh, it’s you three again! Welcome, make 
yourselves at home!” 

They entered the cabin. 

The inside was cozy and warm. The floor was a well worn red carpet, 
and the walls were similar to the ones back at home. It all felt very 
welcoming, but Ryan couldn’t forget it’s surreal surroundings. 

The cabin was a lot smaller than their place back in Seatown, but that 
might’ve been because of the many bookshelves, filing cabinets and cork 
boards that decorated the entire cabin. 

As he walked around, Ryan noticed each shelf was filled with tons of 
folders, stacked papers, books, and many other things he couldn’t identify. 
On the cork boards, as well as the walls around them, were charts, maps, 
lists, sticky notes and all sorts of pieces of paper. 

There were also quite a few drawings depicting all sorts of creatures. 
Some looked familiar, but most of them were more bizarre than he could 
even imagine. 

One of the drawings showed different types of angels and how they 
varied from universe to universe. Some of the angels looked like the ones 
they’d seen so far, one even had red wings like Keshiel did! Others had 
different wings, features, etc. 

More than half of them were extremely bizarre, having an 
uncountable number of wings, eyes, heads, or other features, some even 
taking almost ring-like or cloud-like forms. Ryan wondered if angels like 
that existed in his universe as well. 

A different paper showed some odd almost prism-like creatures with 
rigid, diamond shaped heads and long pointed tails. Some were very long 
and snake-like, while others stood on two legs. There were also some 
bizarre, flat, triangle shaped things with a glowing underside that Ryan 
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couldn’t quite find a word for, but the papers suggested were alive 
somehow. Some of the drawings of these creatures were circled in red with 
question marks surrounding them. 

Even though it was hard to read from the distance he was at, Ryan 
could make out a few phrases written beside them: ‘Unnatural origin?’ and 
‘Created by Neowise?’ Ryan then noticed there was an entire cork board for 
just one thing, and it happened to be the biggest. 

On said board in bold letters was the title ‘Possible sightings of 
Neowise.’ It was covered in sketches of monstrous beings that looked to be 
from all sorts of different people, lists, and a ton of notes. Each sketch or 
drawing had a similar combination of numbers and letters to the one on the 
key they were given. The board had layers upon layers of papers stuck to it, 
so whatever it was, it was important somehow. 

Ryan and Ellie sat down in the living room on the big brown couch 
that was there. 

Albin remained standing where he was and looked around. “...Where 
are we, exactly?” He asked. 

“My office of course!” said Claus. 

“No, I mean, like- where is this? Where are we right now?” 

“Oh, I’m sure you've looked around outside, then.” 

“Uh... yes, I uh- have.” 

“T’m guessing this is a first for you three, so to put things into the 
simplest terms I can: you're in another universe.” 

“What?!” shouted Ellie, standing up so fast she startled the little angel 
and caused him to drop his book. “How the hell?!” 

“Right when I thought this summer couldn’t get any weirder...” 
mumbled Ryan, struggling to be surprised by anything anymore. 

“That key you used brought you here. It created a gateway for you.” 
said Claus. “Gates are a way of travelling between universes, I’m sorry I 
couldn’t have mentioned that earlier.” 

Ellie sat back down again. “I can’t believe this...” 

“Oh...” Albin frowned. “So we’re even farther from home now, huh.” 
he sat down on the couch beside Ellie. “At least I don’t have to worry about 
Keshiel anymore...” 

The angel got down from the cabinet he was sitting on and picked up 
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his book. 

“Who's that?” asked Ellie, pointing to him. 

Claus smiled. “Oh that’s my assistant, Leo. Don’t mind him, he can 
get a little nervous around strangers sometimes. I don’t think he’s ever seen 
a nephil before either.” 

Leo nervously waved at them, then flew back to the spot he was 
before and went back to reading. 

Ryan decided to ask Claus a question about the boards he saw earlier. 
“Hey uh, what’s Neowise...?” 

“You don’t know?!” said Claus, sounding shocked. “Oh. Wait. Right, 
you're a mortal. Of course you don’t.” He sat down in an armchair across 
from them. “This might be a little tricky to explain but, it’s this legend that’s 
been going around for ages now in just about every universe. It’s rather 
recent, actually, the whole ordeal starting a few billion years ago, but time 
seems a bit quicker for my type. Just about every celestial creature knows it 
and fears it. There’s been tons of ‘sightings’, apparently, but nobody can 
figure out if it’s real or not. I don’t think it is, personally.” 

“And... why’s everyone scared of it?” 

“It’s a horrific, soul eating, shape shifting monster that’s an expert at 
deception. After it was somehow formed by The Genesis Sea, it attacked the 
queen of the multiverse, Serenus, and nearly killed her. It then escaped into 
the multiverse and is now free to wreak havoc wherever it pleases. The only 
things we really know about it are what I just described. Hell, could be 
multiple entities for all I know.” 

“So it could just be out there anywhere...?” 

“T wouldn’t worry about it. All the recent possible sightings of it aren’t 
anywhere near your universe or this one, and it’s probably just made up 
anyways. As long as you're careful and don’t just willingly go somewhere 
with a random, oddly nice person, you should be fine.” 

“So basically, stranger danger?” 

“Tf that’s what you want to call it, then yes.” 

“I think we’re getting a little off topic here,” said Albin. “we came here 
looking for help. Keshiel attacked us and we just barely escaped with our 
lives. There’s nothing we can do about him on our own, can you help us?” 

Claus seemed awkward all of a sudden. “Well, I’d love to, but my 
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schedule is tightly packed right now. You see, I have two important things 
to do soon, one’s much more urgent than the other and I can’t afford to 
miss it, and the other’s a rather minor task. One of these universes is very 
dangerous, so I can’t take you with me. And since youre mortals and there 
seems to be a delay between universes lately, I can’t leave you here either; it 
could be a very long time for you.” 

“But we can’t go back home, we'll all get killed! There has to be some 
other way around this!” 

Claus began to think. 

Leo put a bookmark in his book and looked towards Claus. “Maybe 
they can help with the smaller thing somehow?” 

“Hm? Yeah but...” Claus thought about it. “Yeah wait a minute, that 
might work! Thank you, Leo! If you three help with that more minor task, 
and I do the other one, we might be back at around the same time! Time 
delay is unpredictable, but if there’s one consistent thing about it, it’s how 
there always is one. After that my schedule will be completely freed up and 
I'll be able to help you!” 

“That sounds great but... that’s a whole other universe... on our own.” 
said Ryan. 

“That sounds like an excellent way to get killed.” said Albin. 

“Tt shouldn’t be dangerous,” said Claus “I happen to be an expert on 
multi-universal travel, and I have all sorts of ways for you three to stay out 
of trouble. Here’s one!” 

Claus handed each of them a golden pin with a spiral galaxy pattern 
engraved on it. There was a piece of dimly glowing red crystal in the center. 

“What’s this?” asked Ellie. 

“Tt’s a worlds’ charm. As long as it’s on your person, you'll have a few 
traits of a celestial being. You'll be able to survive in most environments, 
regardless of the universe, and everything you say will be translated to 
celestial, which all beings can understand- unfortunately, not vice versa.” 

“Woah cool!” Ryan excitedly put it on. “I... don’t feel different.” 

Claus laughed. “Of course you don’t, it’s basically seamless. You'll 
notice the effect later, trust me.” 

“Oh... When are we going?” 

“Geez! Slow down will you?” snapped Ellie. “We’ve been walking all 
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day and we’ve gone through three big scares, can’t we rest a little first?” 

“You'll also need to know a few important things before you go as 
well.” added Claus. 

“Oh, fair enough.” said Ryan. 

Claus got up and grabbed a few papers off a table. “I might as well go 
over them now, I’ve already shown you the worlds’ charms.” He handed 
each of them a few lists, which were stapled together. Each was titled in 
bold letters ‘A guide to The Garden Multiverse.’ “This is how you 
understand what the keys mean better. By knowing what the letters and 
numbers mean, you can get a good idea of how the world you're heading to 
will work and what to look out for. Of course, it’s not perfect, but it should 
stop you from waltzing into a hellscape at the very least.” 

Ryan flipped through it, quickly reading everything. “Cool!” 

Claus then grabbed a key off the table. The key was like the one they 
had used before, this time with a blue label like the one Claus used the 
other night. Written on it was: 


LOCAL UNIVERSE KEY: 
K52L 


For your safety, do mot attempt to destroy or tamper with the key. 


“This is how you get back home if you need to. And for future 
reference, your home universe is K52L. Like usual, all you have to do to 
activate it is aim where you want the gate to appear and press the button” 

“Sweet!” said Ryan. 

Claus laughed. “I’ve also just realized, I don’t even know all your 
names!” 

“Oh. I’m Ryan, this is my sister Ellie and I think you already know 
who my brother is.” he said, pointing to each of them respectively. 

“Alvin, right?” 

Albin let out a big sigh. “No. My name is Albin! Not Alvin, Al-bin, 
with a B. For the love of god...” 

“Oh, my bad.” 
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“You wouldn’t believe how much people mess that up...” 

“I’m sorry, I’m a bit forgetful sometimes.” 

“Tt’s alright... can I sleep now? I’m really tired.” 

“Sure, I don’t see why not. I can explain everything you need to know 
about the universe you'll be heading to after you're all rested up. I imagine 
it’s been a long day for you three.” 

“Boy has it ever...” said Ryan. 

“Alright, so the guest room has two beds, and I can sleep on the couch 
if I need to. So don’t worry about finding somewhere to sleep. The guest 
room might be a little cluttered, though.” 

“T don’t mind, my room’s probably worse.” said Ryan. 

Ellie chuckled. “Oh, it definitely is.” 

“Shut up Ellie!” 

“You're the one that brought it up!” 

“T said shut up!” 

“Fine.” 

Albin started heading over the other room. “I think I'll be heading to 
bed now actually, I’m really tired. Good night!” 

“Good night Albin!” said Ryan. 

Ellie decided to ask Claus a question. “So, what exactly are you going 
to do about Keshiel, anyways?” 

“T would talk to one of the gods of your universe, but I haven’t been 
able to get in contact with them. I haven’t even seen any of them, it’s all 
radio silence, no matter where I look. They’re probably not the social sort if 
I had to guess...” 

“That... makes sense, but how are you going to stop an entire army?” 

“I’m not sure, though I do have a bit of authority for... reasons. I can 
handle small bunches of them like before, but if I were to face a whole host 
of them I don’t think they’d be as willing to listen. They might even get 
aggressive.” 

“T thought angels were supposed to be nice...” said Ryan. 

“I imagine from your perspective it would seem that way. Most 
celestials are kind to mortals like yourself, especially angels since they’re 
the closest to mortals. But they’ve got little reason to treat each other with 
that same respect, especially in your universe. The angels there are the 
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most aggressive I’ve ever seen too, they hardly even act like angels!” 

“Geez...” 

“Gosh, not to mention how oddly uniform they all are. It wouldn’t be 
as noticeable to you three, since minor angels like them usually tend to 
resemble the mortal species they most commonly associate with. But to me, 
they all look nearly identical aside from the colour of their soul- the one 
thing they can’t change or hide. Every angel I’ve seen from your universe 
except Keshiel has had the same white wings and white uniform. It’s... 
strange, but maybe it’s just because they’re at war. A lot of things seem to 
be up with them these days...” 

“But then why are they treating us like this?” 

“Tm not one hundred percent sure but I suspect their leader, Iovi, is 
responsible. He’s quite... radical with his beliefs it’d seem. He’s hellbent on 
destroying anything he considers ‘sinful’ or ‘unnatural,’ which includes 
nephilim. I hadn’t a clue Keshiel was this involved until now...” 

“Earlier this angel called Kyrie mentioned that guy, who is he 
anyways?” 

“T don’t know the full situation, but Iovi leads their army and as far as 
I can tell, makes all the decisions too. He’s a dominion angel, which is a 
second choir angel, so I have no clue how he’s in such a high position of 
power. How neither Lucidus or Opscuritas has done anything about him yet 
is far beyond me.” 

Ryan had never heard that name before. “Opscuritas...? Who’s that?” 

“You don’t know them? Well that’s surprising. They’re the god of 
darkness and supposedly Lucidus’ brother.” 

“T’ve... never heard of them, I thought it was just Lucidus.” 

“Not all gods make themselves known to mortals, some silently work 
in the background. Though it is rather odd in this case...” 

“Gee Claus, you sure know a lot about this stuff.” 

Claus chuckled. “Well, studying the multiverse and its inhabitants 
happens to be a passion of mine. Especially universes themselves and how 
they work. Oh! and the different cultures you see too, those are always 
interesting! Like how in IX5886J they all live in this little village around 
their core and due to it’s permanently chilly climate they-” 

“Claus, you’re rambling again.” said Leo, not even looking up from his 
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book. 

“And so I am, I’m sorry.” 

Seeing how everything was calmer now, Ryan dug through his bag 
and took out his camera. “Can I get a picture of you guys? I need evidence.” 

Ellie rolled her eyes at him. 

Claus chuckled. “Evidence? What’re you, a detective?” 

“No no, my family just won’t believe me unless I take photos.” 

“Oh, that makes sense. Are you alright with it, Leo?” 

Leo nodded, and got down from their spot. “...Sure!” 

Claus smiled and Ryan took the picture. 

“You'll have to show me the picture later, I’d love to see it!” said 
Claus. 

Ellie had gotten up and was now looking through some of the papers 
Claus had piled around his place. 

“Hey, I'd rather you not look through everything.” 

Ellie stopped “Oh, sorry, is it personal stuff?” 

“Some of it, but that’s not important. The multiverse can be a scary 
place and I’ve written about some things I’m sure you’d sleep much better 
not knowing about.” 

“Oh.” She put the paper she was holding back where she found it. 

Ryan yawned. “Speaking of sleep, I’m gonna head to bed. I hardly 
slept at all last night and I’m kinda sore.” 

“Alright, rest well!” said Claus. 

Ryan headed to the guest room with his things. Inside wasn’t much 
different from the rooms he saw before, but there was a lot less papers and 
cork boards. It was somehow cleaner than his room back at home, but it 
lacked the distinct feeling of familiarity it had. 

On each side of the room was a bed, and Albin was laying in one of 
them, quietly reading a book. 

The book he was reading was a personal favourite of his: ‘Dawn Of A 
New World,’ which told the story of Saint Anwyll and the few survivors of 
The Blinding as they journeyed through The Deadlands to the safe haven of 
Vesta. It was a rather old, more historical book, based on one of the vague, 
eight thousand year old stories that they’d read about in church and in 
history class. Most would consider it very boring, but Albin had always been 
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big on history related things. 

“Hey Ryan.” He said, briefly looking up from his book. 

“Hey.” Ryan sat down on the other bed and took his hat off, placing it 
on the nightstand beside him. 

“How’s your arm?” 

Ryan felt the spot where the burn was and winced in pain. “Still hurts, 
but I think it’s getting better.” 

“Tm sorry about earlier, it’s just...” Albin put a bookmark in his book 
and set it down in front of him. “Ever since Dad got taken I’ve been the 
most scared I’ve ever been in my life.” 

“T get that... I’m scared too. I think this is the first time we’ve been all 
on our own this long.” 

“Tt is. It still feels weird, and it’s been how long now? A day? I don’t 
know if [’ll ever get used to it. God... and that’s the least of my worries at 
this point...” 

“T can imagine...” 

“First Dad gets taken, then I find out I’m part angel and might turn 
into a monster or something, and now we're in a whole other universe! I’m 
still struggling to wrap my head around it.” 

“Same here...” 

“T don’t know...” He laid back. “I don’t get it. If ’m part angel, then 
why does God hate me? Why am I going to turn into a monster? I didn’t 
choose to have any of this happen, so why am I being punished?” 

“T don’t know. I thought Lucidus loved everyone and was forgiving 
and all that, we went to church once a month like everyone else, and we 
never got told otherwise! Hell, you’ve gone there before without the coat 
tons of times and the priest loved you!” Ryan chuckled a little. “He always 
called you an angel, he never knew how close to being right he really was...” 

“Tt’s because he didn’t know. I guess Lucidus’ love has limits...” 

“Nobody knew. I couldn’t have imagined this in my wildest dreams...” 

Albin seemed to think for a second. “What’s even going to happen to 
me... when I... you know...” 

“Tm not sure...” 

“God... I hope it’s not instant... I want to at least say goodbye or 
something first...” 
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“Hopefully it’s still far off, ’d miss you...” 

“Same here... maybe there’s a way I could still somehow be myself, 
even after it happens...” 

“T hope so...” he sighed. “I swear, things just keep getting stranger and 
stranger...” 

“God, tell me about it.” 

“Gosh, I mean- things were strange already, but nothing compares to 
this!” 

“God, yeah...” Albin yawned and laid back a little more, getting 
comfortable. “Hey, remember the first time we saw The Deadlands?” 

“Kind of, but not really.” 

“Tt was the middle of the winter and we were out sledding near Anyox, 
remember?” 

“Oh yeah, now I do! We were like, 8 or so, right?” 

“Yeah! We were out in the middle of the woods, Aunt Valerie found 
the perfect spot for it. This huge hill, I think it was the edge of the valley.” 

“Dad was so worried we’d hit a tree on the way down.” 

Albin laughed a little. “The hill went up further to the right, so when 
they were both focused on Ava we went off into the woods on our own.” 

“And Ellie came along even though we didn’t want her too!” 

“We found the perfect place to sled down where we probably wouldn’t 
hit anything on the way down. It was normal until we started going down 
farther than we would’ve at the other spot, and the trees just got thinner 
and thinner. When we reached the foot of the hill there was just... nothing 
for horizons and horizons off into the distance.” 

“Yeah I remember that! The snow just went on forever and ever into 
the distance, like the ocean. I remember I was absolutely terrified of it. 
What’s that have to do with all this?” 

“Tt had to be the weirdest thing we’ve ever experienced until all of this 
happened. It’s nothing compared to this. Makes you wonder, though.” 

“Yeah...” 

“TI guess it kinda reminds me of what’s happening now, how we all 
just- ventured into the unknown without even knowing. The Deadlands 
weren't dangerous but... they sure felt that way.” 

“T just hope we can go home soon. I miss playing catch with Dad.” 
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“And I miss my peace and quiet... all this has been so stressful.” 

“T mean, hey, look on the bright side, maybe this isn’t all bad?” 
suggested Ryan. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Maybe it’s nice being on our own for once, having an adventure 
together like this? You know, no rules, no bedtimes.” 

“Maybe but... would’ve been a lot better if someone wasn’t trying to 
kill me...” 

“Yeah...” 

“Anyways, I think ’'m gonna get some rest now, goodnight Ryan!” 

“Goodnight Albin!” 

Albin placed his glasses on the nightstand, turned off his light and 
tucked himself in. 

Ryan laid down and stared at the ceiling. Claus, Ellie, and Leo were 
talking about something in the living room, but Ryan couldn’t make out 
what they were saying. They were purposely keeping their voices down, 
probably trying not to wake him up. 

Ryan felt his arm throbbing with pain again, so he rolled onto his side 
to get off it. It'd been such a crazy 24 hours for him, nothing felt real 
anymore. 

First, there’d been the huge breakup with Lacy, which he was still 
struggling to understand. He remembered how terrible it felt, but it was of 
course nothing compared to the situation he was in now. His luck, of 
course, another breakup right before his entire life got flipped on its head. 

He wrapped the blankets around himself tighter, curling up a little 
and hugging the blankets in front of him. He felt like a mess, not only was 
he dealing with his confusing relationship issues, but now he was dealing 
with whatever the hell happened back at The Willow Tree. 

The image of him dying on the porch, lying in a pool of his own blood 
was still burned into his memory, playing the worst parts over and over like 
a scratched CD. And for whatever reason, he just couldn’t seem to shake it. 
It was equally frustrating and terrifying. 

After thinking about it for a bit, he began to feel somewhat 
overwhelmed by it all. He kept trying to calm himself down, convince 
himself that he was ok and none of that really happened. But he knew he’d 


127 


just be lying to himself. What happened on that porch was real, just as real 
as Connafex and Siglex were, and there was nothing he could do to change 
it. 

Realizing there was no real way to comfort himself, he tried to think 
of something else and closed his eyes. Maybe, just maybe, if he managed to 
let his mind wander, he could finally fall asleep. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Strangers on a distant shore 


Ryan woke up a few hours later, and instinctively looked over to 
where his nightstand would be to check the time on his alarm clock. When 
it wasn’t there, everything came back to him and he sighed. 

It was surreal enough not waking up in his own bed, but it was even 
more surreal not seeing the light of morning come in through the window. 
It was still dark as night outside, as dark as when he’d first arrived. 

It wasn’t helping that he was still so tired, too. If he had to guess, he’d 
only gotten about 2 hours of sleep. Every time he felt himself drifting off, 
he’d see himself on the porch again, and get startled awake. He still felt so 
horrible. 
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It was odd really, usually feelings like this were gone by the morning. 

He looked over at Albin, who was still fast asleep. The house was 
completely silent, so Ryan assumed everyone else was asleep as well. 

Not wanting to wait potentially hours while staring at the ceiling in 
silence, he reached into his bag and took out his portable radio. 

He opened a compartment on the side, which stored a small set of 
headphones. They were wired right into the radio and were activated by 
flipping a switch. He put them on, and turned on the radio. 

But, puzzlingly, instead of the usual broadcast, a thick static came 
through instead. 

Ryan had lived near the city his entire life, and never heard a radio do 
such a thing before. “What the...?” 

He tried changing the station. 

Static. 

He turned it off and on again. 

Static. 

He turned the volume all the way down, then back up again. 

Static. 

He turned the volume down and turned the headphones off. 

Static. 

Finally, he checked to see if he’d left a CD inside it, somehow forgot 
about it before he left and ended up breaking it. But there was no CD inside 
the player. 

“Dangit! How’d it break?” 

Frustrated, he got out of bed so he could get a better look at it. It 
worked perfectly fine back at The Willow Tree, and he couldn’t recall 
anything that would’ve damaged it after. It couldn’t have been him falling 
on his way in either, he fell on his face. The only thing that took damage 
there was his nose. 

Maybe he sat on it and busted the antenna? He checked it, but it was 
in the same near perfect condition as it always was. He scratched his head 
in confusion. Maybe Claus would know what was wrong with it? 

He headed out into the living room, where Claus was sitting at a table 
writing, a mug of coffee next to Him. Leo was sitting beside Him and 
watching whatever He was doing. 
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“Hey Claus,” Ryan said, setting his radio down on the table. “my radio 
is broken.” 

Claus looked up at him. “Oh, you’re awake! What’s up with your 
radio?” He took a sip of His coffee. 

“It’s making this weird static-y noise and I can’t get any stations to 
work no matter what I do. I don’t know what I did to break it.” 

Claus nearly choked on His drink laughing and had to spit it back into 
the mug. “You seriously don’t know?! Sweet Serenus!” He continued to 
laugh. 

“What’s so funny?” 

“Tt’s not broken, you’re out of range!” 

“Out of range?! It has a range?! But it reaches all over Vesta!” 

Claus laughed even harder. “Yes! All radios do, it only goes that far 
back home because it’s being re-transmitted. You're not picking up 
anything because you're in another universe! The radio waves can’t get 
here!” 

“So you mean it can’t reach here?!” 

“No conventional radio, anyways.” 

“So... mine won’t work at all?” 

“Well I do have something that'll fix your problem, just give me a 
moment.” He took a good look at Ryan’s radio, then got up and headed off 
to his desk. He pulled something out of the front drawer, then sat back 
down at the table, setting what looked like a few pieces of something down 
in front of Him. He then took Ryan’s radio and grabbed one of the pieces. “I 
just so happen to have some modifiers for radios like this. Or an upgrade if 
you will.” 

He took a few more of the pieces and placed them onto the radio. 
After a brief flash of light and a few sparks flying, He set the radio back 
down again. 

“Woah, what’d you do?” said Ryan, picking it back up again. 

It had a new button on the front, a second screen, two new dials and 
something that looked like a bead around the antenna. 

“Turn it on and see for yourself!” 

He turned it on and both screens lit up. One displayed K52L, and the 
other displayed 96.5 like usual. The radio was working fine again, and a 
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song was playing. 

“Holy cow you fixed it! Thank you!” 

“That’s not all I did! That radio of yours can now pick up radio 
stations from any universe!” 

Ryan noticed one of the dials had ‘UNI’ written above it. 

“Oh cool!” he turned the dial to a random universe. 

Horrific scream-like noises and something else that sounded almost 
like a feedback loop started to play. Leo covered his ears. 

“That station’s for adults and there might be some nasty language,” 
said Claus calmly. “You should probably change to a different one.” 

“Y-yeah.” Ryan set it back to K52L and put the radio down. 

Claus went back to writing while Leo listened to the radio. “You have 
some nice music where you're from.” he said, leaning on the table. 

Ryan sat down. “Yeah! Well it’s mostly just this station anyways, this 
one plays a variety of stuff. Everything else except 104.3 is either really 
boring stuff or just someone’s independent broadcast.” 

“T like it! You don’t usually hear stuff like this in other universes. Most 
don’t even have radio, it’s considered primitive by most races.” 

“Primitive?! What could replace the radio?!” 

“Mass connected networks, broadcasts in superior formats, and 
celestials usually don’t need it in the first place. But from what I’ve heard 
about your universe, I don’t think it’s going anywhere anytime soon. It’s 
been around so long it’s become a key part of your culture.” 

“Ts even visual radio primitive?! Dad said it was cutting edge 
technology!” 

“Yeah, most would consider that primitive too. Your entire civilization 
is considered primitive, really. Not so much socially, but ’'ve heard some 
people still get cast out to sea to die for certain crimes. I wouldn’t really 
consider shaming people publicly on air a step up either.” 

Ryan wasn’t going to argue with that. “Geez... I can’t imagine how 
advanced other places must be then.” 

Leo sat back in his chair. “To be fair, it’s not really anyone’s fault. 
Vesta apparently used to be a lot more advanced before The Blinding, I hear 
they achieved space travel and were in the process of setting up colonies on 
another planet when it happened. What you have now is pretty impressive 
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though, considering it’s the last dying ember of that civilization and all. 
How you've even achieved a fraction of that again is incredible!” 

“Geez Leo! Where’d you hear about all of this?” asked Claus. 

He hesitated a little. “Oh! Uh... someone told me! I don’t know who.” 

“T guess word of mouth has spread pretty far about that universe. 
Surprised I haven’t heard more about it...” 

“Y-yeah! It sure has...!” 

Ryan heard a door open to his right. He looked over and saw Ellie 
coming out from the room she stayed the night in. She gave them a small 
wave, then pulled out a seat at the table and sat down. 

“Good mor- or uh... whatever... time it is.” said Ryan. 

“Hey.” Said Ellie. “Is Albin still asleep?” 

“Yep.” 

“Of course, he always sleeps in.” She yawned. “What’s with the 
music?” 

“Leo just wanted to hear some music from our universe.” 

“Oh, I see.” 

They sat there in silence, listening to the radio alongside Leo. 

“So when’s breakfast?” asked Ellie. 

“Whenever Albin wakes up,” responded Claus. “Don’t want anyone 
going hungry.” 

“Hm, alright.” 

They listened for another moment. 

Ellie got up. “I’m going to go check on him right quick, see if he’s still 
asleep.” 

“Sure,” said Claus. 

Once she was gone, Ryan decided to ask something. “Hey, Claus, I 
have a question.” 

“Go ahead,” he replied. 

Ryan looked back at the guest room. “It’s about Albin, is he... actually 
going to turn into a monster?” 

Claus smiled in an awkward sort of way. “Well... I’m sorry to say but, I 
don’t know a whole lot about nephilim. Hybrids of any sort are rare, 
especially nephilim. They can vary from universe to universe, and the only 
real source I have to go off of for him is your universe, which...” 
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Ryan frowned. 

“I’m sorry, but there’s just no telling what'll become of him. He seems 
alright now, which is promising, but from what I’ve heard that could change 
in a second. It’s like a switch gets flipped in their head.” 

“So you mean he could just... turn on us out of nowhere?” 

“I’m afraid so...” 

Ryan looked back over at the room again, then back at Claus. 

“I’m sorry you had to find out this way.” 

“No it’s just... I was hoping that was just some lie Keshiel came up 
with, that’s all.” 

There was a commotion from the other room, and Ellie came out, 
dragging Albin by the back of his shirt. 

He squirmed around furiously, but wasn’t able to reach her. “Let me 
go!” 

“Too bad! J want to have breakfast, and I’m not waiting three hours 
for you to wake up!” said Ellie. 

“I was having a nice dream 

“And I’m going to starve!” 

Albin managed to stand up and shoved her away. “Oh whatever, I’m 
up now.” 

Ryan smiled a little. Whatever his little brother was going to turn 
into, it still seemed to be a while off, no matter how sudden the 
transformation might end up being. 

“Alright, so now that everyone is up. Do you think youre ready to 
help me out?” asked Claus. 

“After we eat a bit. I think it’s breakfast, but I can’t tell what time of 
day it is.” said Ellie. 

“Ah, right. You live on a planet with a tilt that allows for short days. 
There’s no day and night here, I imagine that could be confusing for you.” 

“Has been so far...” 

“Anyways, why don’t I make some breakfast for you three?” Claus got 
to work on their food. 
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After breakfast, they all sat down in the living room to discuss where 
they'd be going next. Claus placed a small package on the table. 

“Alright, so this isn’t too big of a task. All I need you to do is deliver 
this to a group of people in I748C.” 

“That’s it?” asked Ryan. 

“That’s it.” 

“Huh, I was expecting it to be more dangerous or something.” 

“It shouldn’t be dangerous, I748C is a pretty safe universe. It’s 
actually where the viteroite in your worlds’ charms is from!” Claus pointed 
to the charm on Ryan’s shirt. “The whole place is a mining community.” 

“And... who exactly is this for?” asked Albin. 

Claus sighed and took a sip of his coffee. “Oh, these people from this 
widespread organization. I see them around a lot, they investigate odd stuff 
around the multiverse. They forgot something important of theirs here, and 
it’s a hassle to contact them normally, so I thought Id just deliver it to them 
in person myself.” 

“So... they're careless?” 

“_..1 wouldn’t say that.” 

“Well, do you know what they look like?” 

“T can’t guarantee they'll all be together, or if the people they usually 
have with them will even let you get close, but I know one of their more 
notable members, Katnyd is with them this time around. You'll notice her 
immediately, she looks like a tall bug-like woman wearing armour.” 

Ryan was about to comment on the fact they were delivering a 
package to a giant bug, but decided not to. With all that happened the past 
few hours he wasn’t sure if anything could surprise him anymore. 

Claus continued. “Oh, and, do yourself a favor and do not be rude to 
her. She’s notoriously hot headed, especially while on the clock. I’m not 
sure what she’s there for, but it’s probably just something minor.” 

“Don’t worry, wasn’t planning on it...” muttered Ryan. 

Albin continued. “And where do we go once we get there?” 

“The gate doesn’t take you right to the village, the people working 
there specifically told me not to have it do that. It instead drops you off ona 
nearby island. You should be able to see their village from there.” 

“Well that sounds simple enough,” said Ellie. 
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“Tt should be, just remember what I said and do not go wandering off 
with anyone who’s being oddly nice to you for no reason.” 

“Again, I think that’s just a given.” 

“T should be back once you three return. If I’m not, just wait a while, I 
shouldn't be long. After all this I'll see what I can do to help.” Claus handed 
them the key they needed and Ryan took it. 

“Thank you! We won’t let you down!” He said gleefully. 

They headed out onto the porch and activated the gate. But before 
they went through, Ryan tightened his hat as tight as it could possibly go. 

“What'd you do that for?!” asked Ellie. 

“It’s my lucky hat, I can’t lose it!” 

“Losing it before wasn’t an issue! And why do you need it so tight?!” 

“Because if I lose it in another universe, I’m never getting it back!” 

“Just put it in your bag if you’re so damn worried!” 

“It’s only lucky if I’m wearing it!” 

“Oh, and your luck has been just great so far.” 

“T just don’t want to lose it.” 

“Can you at least loosen it up a little? You’re gonna squeeze your 
brains out!” 

Albin chuckled. “If he even has any left to squeeze out.” 

“Dangit, we’re wasting time, let’s just go!” said Ryan angrily. 

“Alrighty then.” 

They leapt through the gate and into another world once again. 


LA A 


In an instant, they were on a small island in what looked to be a 
shallow ocean. The ground was covered in black sand and rocks, and tall, 
glowing red, pyramid shaped crystals of viteroite decorated the landscape 
as far as the eye could see. 

On the horizon, towering landforms came up from the sea, some like 
mountains, others much more abstract. The sky was pitch black like the 
place they were previously, the only light coming from the viteroite, which 
dimly lit up the world around them. There was a faint blue glow on the 
horizon. 
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Off in the distance there was a small mining town nestled under a 
large landform. 

Albin pointed to it. “That must be the town Claus was talking about.” 

“Alright, let’s head over!” said Ryan. 

They began their journey and soon arrived at the shore of the island 
they were on. There was a small bridge made out of a few wooden planks 
supported by a large rock. It looked somewhat wobbly, but it was the only 
way over the gap between the islands. 

Ryan began to walk over it. 

“Wait!” called Albin. “That looks unstable.” 

Ryan stopped and looked back at him. “It’s perfectly fine!” 

“But what if you fall off?” 

He scowled. “...I get my clothes wet?” 

“You don’t know if that’s water! What if it’s something else? What if 
it’s dangerous? This is another universe!” 

“But Claus said it was safe!” 

“For him! We don’t know what it'll do to us!” 

“He wouldn’t’ve sent us here if it was dangerous!” 

“Yeah but what if he lied? What if he—” 

Albin was cut off mid-sentence as Ellie ran up behind him and shoved 
him into the water. Albin screamed as soon as he landed in the water and 
began to thrash about wildly. 

He stood up and immediately got out as fast as he could, tripping over 
himself in the process and landing face first in the sand. Ryan and Ellie 
laughed at him. 

“See? It’s just water, you big baby!” said Ellie. 

“T could’ve died!” yelled Albin. 

“Sure. Let’s keep going.” 

They continued on towards the village, and after about twenty 
minutes of walking, they arrived. The village was rather small, only having 
about six or so buildings that they could see. The homes as well as the 
streets were lit up by small pieces of viteroite, casting a rather eerie red 
glow over everything. 

Everything seemed oddly desolate, not a sound was heard anywhere. 
It was if the entire town had been abandoned, and oddly enough, all the 
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doors seemed to be left open. 

“What happened here?” asked Ryan. 

“T don’t know...” said Albin. 

Ellie peered into one of the homes. “Maybe they’re just asleep?” 

“But why would they leave the lights on and the doors open like that?” 

She shrugged. “Beats me, oh well, it’s probably nothing.” 

“Nothing?! Ellie, something’s wrong!” 

“Things just probably work differently here, it’s another universe.” 

“You're going to get us killed!” 

She continued down the street. “That’s not my problem.” 

“I’m pretty sure it is!” 

As they continued through the small town, it became clearer and 
clearer that something terrible had happened sometime recently. As they 
turned around a corner, they came around a massive section of the village 
that’d been laid to waste. Fresh fires still burned, and the air was hazy with 
smoke. 

“T told you something was wrong!” snapped Albin. “Come on, let’s 
head back before we get killed!” 

Ellie just ignored him and continued on her way. 

“ELLIE!” 

She stopped and looked over her shoulder. “Do you want to see Dad 
again or not?” 

“I do, but—” 

“Then follow me and shut up!” 

Albin sighed and reluctantly followed her. 

They continued on down the rubble filled streets, only the glow of fire 
lighting their path. As they walked, Ryan caught something out of the 
corner of his eye. It was something... odd, and it clearly wasn’t there 
naturally. 

It was an odd symbol, and it was burned or carved into one of the 
walls in a way he couldn’t quite explain. He didn’t have a clue what it was 
supposed to be, either, just it’s very design looked incredibly alien to him. It 
could’ve been some sort of graffiti but... 
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It looked recent. Very recent. Too recent to be from anyone left from 
the village. It was still smoldering, and smoke was coming from it, whoever 
put it there must’ve just left only mere seconds ago. 

“Hey, I think I found someone!” said Ellie. 

Ryan diverted his attention from the symbol and saw Ellie walking 
towards a building that’d been very recently built out of metal. He could 
faintly hear talking going on inside, several voices. Maybe it was a shelter of 
sorts? He followed her and Albin over. 

The door was wide open like the rest of the buildings, but it looked 
more or so like that was an accident, and someone had simply forgotten to 
close it all the way. Not knowing any better, or where else to look, they went 
inside. 

Immediately, they were greeted with several large creatures wearing 
heavy black armour. Each of them wore an odd symbol on their chest, 
almost resembling an X going through a completely blackened diamond. 

Written just below it was “VIRULENT THREAT CONTAINMENT 
TEAM.” Ryan didn’t have the slightest idea what that meant, but 
considering how heavily armed all of them were, it was probably something 
pretty serious. Though, they seemed to be on a break of sorts. 

They lingered in the doorway, unsure what to do. 

“Shoot, these guys are tough looking...” said Albin nervously. 

“I wonder what they’re here for?” Ryan looked around, but found no 
sign of Katnyd. 

“Beats me. Oh well,” Ellie began walking further into the building and 
directly past the heavily armored creatures. “Lets just get this over with and 
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go home.” 

“Ellie wait!” Ryan ran towards her. “You can’t just walk in! There 
could be something dangerous going on!” 

“Come on, really? How could anything possibly hurt us with these 
guys around?” 

“That’s not what I meant, I’m saying these guys might not like us 
here!” 

“Well too bad, I’m here to deliver a package!” she snatched the 
package from Ryan’s hands and stormed further inside the building. 

Ryan looked back at Albin, and saw him shake his head in 
disapproval. Ryan just shrugged and huffed a little, frustrated, then 
followed Ellie further into the building. 

It didn’t take long before Ryan found Ellie again- and Katnyd. 

Katnyd, indeed, had a very bug like appearance similar to an ambush 
bug, but walked on two legs with two sets of arms, one with long blades 
instead of hands on the end. She had several large, thick antennas on her 
head, some of which folded downwards, almost giving the illusion of hair. 

She was wearing armour with vents on the side, a purple glow, almost 
like a blacklight, coming from underneath. However, this armour was 
notably less heavy than everyone else’s, only covering her chest and had 
“AFFILIATE” written in bold letters on it with the same symbol everyone 
else was wearing underneath it. 

Judging by her body language, and how she was currently holding 
Ellie up by her neck, nearly strangling her, she didn’t seem happy. 

“Oh shoot! Ellie!” Ryan ran over. 

Katnyd glared at him. “Oh great, there’s two of these stupid things.” 

“Please put her down, youre hurting her!” 

“She’s in a restricted area, and so are you.” 

“Claus sent us here to deliver a package, she has it, pleas—” 

“We've already received it, and our team is scanning it now.” 

“Great, now can you please put Ellie dow—” 

Katnyd dropped Ellie, then turned towards Ryan quite intensely. “Do 
you two have the slightest idea what’s going on here?” 

“Of course we don’t.” grumbled Ellie, now feeling her neck where 
Katnyd grabbed her. 
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“Figures.” Katnyd grabbed Ryan by the front of his jacket. “Me and 
the rest of my team are trying to contain a threat we’ve been tracking for a 
while now. Perhaps the name “‘Neowise’ would ring a bell for you?” 

Ryan felt a chill. There really was something dangerous going on 
here. “Yes... it does.” 

“The last thing we need right now is even more idiots like you 
wandering into it’s open jaws, every soul that thing eats makes it stronger, 
got it?” 

“G-got it.” Seeing how he was here now, and how curious he was, 
Ryan decided to ask about Neowise a little. “So uh... what exactly is 
Neowise, anyways? I’ve been hearing a lot about it and—” 

“Boy, you really are a clueless dumbass, aren’t you?” scoffed Katnyd. 

“Tm sorry...” 

“Neowise is an extremely well known, and well documented virulent 
factor one revenant,” she tightened her grip on him a little. “and since 
you re clearly too stupid to know what that means, it means it’s a one of a 
kind, multiverse threatening monster that shouldn’t possess a soul!” 

Ryan wasn’t sure what to say. “I...” 

“We can’t have morons like you, especially defenseless mortals, 
wandering around here for a very good reason. Neowise is drawn to 
unsuspecting, unprepared souls like a moth drawn to a candle, and every 
chance it gets to try and attack someone other than our trained team of 
fighters it'll take in a heartbeat! Do you understand?” 

“Y-Yes... I’m sorry...” 

Ellie stepped in. “Damnit! Go easy on him, will you? We didn’t know 
any of this was going on!” 

Katnyd still refused to let go of Ryan. “Notice how quiet it is around 
these parts, peabrain?” 

“P-please let go.” said Ryan nervously. 

“Tm not done with you, clearly you don’t understand the nature of 
this situation.” She tightened her grip. “Now. Do you. Notice. How. Quiet. It 
is?” 

“Y-yes...” Ryan began to tear up a little. 

“That’s because Neowise cleared the place out. We sent 
reinforcements in to save any survivors, but there wasn’t even bodies left to 
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clean up. That bastard doesn’t just eat people, it takes people alive and 
whole and fuses with them.” she made a threatening clicking noise. 
“Perhaps I should use you as an example of this for your idiot friend? 
Someone as utterly stupid as you would make perfect bait I reckon.” 

Ellie kicked at her as hard as she could. “Don’t you dare!” 

Katnyd hissed loudly, then kicked Ellie away alarmingly hard. 

“Ellie!” he tried to push himself away from her, but her hand didn’t 
budge. 

One of the heavily armored creatures came out from the crowd 
holding Ellie, who looked hurt, but not seriously. They began to speak. 
“Katnyd, you know we're obligated to report this type of behavior to our 
higher ups, correct?” 

Katnyd growled. “They aren’t. Supposed. To be. Here. They need to be 
punished.” 

They gently put Ellie down. “No they don’t. I can tell just by looking at 
them that they’re just lost. Let them go, with a warning if you must, please.” 

“Fine.” 

Ryan attempted to pull himself from her grasp. “I-I’m sorry, please, 
just let me go!” 

Katnyd studied him. “Well, I can’t cripple you. Considering what type 
of animal you look like, that would definitely get me eradicated. Hmm...” 

Ryan was growing increasingly nervous. What was she about to do? 

“Ah, this should work.” She reached for something clipped to her 
armour, some sort of rectangular device, and chuckled. “This oughta’ teach 
you a thing or two about wandering into a universe under lockdown.” She 
aimed it at his face. “F-LOw sends their condolences, peabrain.” 

Ryan tried to pull himself way again, but to no avail. “W-what is 
that?” 

“A hundred thousand lumens.” 

An unfathomably bright flash came from the device. Ryan screamed 
and tried to shield his eyes, but it was too late. 

“Now get!” Katnyd threw Ryan across the room in a direction he 
could only assume the door was in. He hit the ground hard, and rolled a 
little, his hands over his eyes. 

Ellie ran over to him and dragged him back to where Albin was 
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standing. 

“Stupid damn mortals...” They heard Katnyd mutter. 

Ellie began dragging Ryan out the door, who still had his hands over 
his eyes. 

“We should uh... go.” said Albin. 

“T agree...” said Ellie. “We got way too sidetracked in there...” 

She dragged Ryan out of the building and propped him up against a 
wall. 

Albin knelt down next to him. “Oh no... what’d they do to him?” 

“T don’t know... they hit him with something.” 

Ryan was too scared to take his hands off his eyes. He didn’t want to 
know what weird, irreversible things the light from whatever device Katnyd 
used could’ve done to him. 

“Oh g-god...” he curled up a little. 

Ellie began to speak in a gentle voice. “Ryan, listen. Everything’s 
going to be ok. Just take your hands off your eyes, I wanna see what they 
did to you.” 

“T don’t wanna...” 

“Tt’s ok. Just trust me, ok? I just wanna see what happened.” 

“But what if it’s bad?” 

“Ryan, just trust me, please.” 

“Fine...” he slowly took his hands away from his face, squinting a 
little. There was a spot burnt into his vision by the light, but aside from 
that, it didn’t seem like much was wrong. 

“Doesn’t look like anything’s wrong with your face, can you see 
alright?” 

Ryan blinked. 

“Ryan?” 

“J... think so?” 

“Here, hold on,” Ellie held up two of her fingers. “How many fingers 
am I holding up?” 

“Two.” 

“Ok, and yow’re not feeling weird or anything?” 

“No, I... don’t think so, actually.” 

Albin and Ellie looked at eachother, confused. 


143 


“Oh god...” Ryan put his hands on his head. “What if that did 
something subliminal to me? What if I can’t notice it?” 

“Calm down, everything will be alright.” she lended him a hand. 
“Come on, let’s head back. We'll tell Claus about this, see if it’s anything 
serious, ok?” 

Ryan took her hand and she helped him up. As they walked away, he 
glanced back at the building. What in the world was that? What even 
happened to him? 

“Geez they make me wonder...” said Ellie. “If someone can just 
casually own something like that, what else might we find out there?” 

“God only knows...” muttered Albin. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t 
know.” 

“T agree...” 

Ryan rubbed his eyes, trying to make the spot go away faster. “I can’t 
wait to go home...” 

They began to head back to the gate. 

Seeing as it was going to be a long walk back, Ryan decided to see if 
he could find a shortcut and get there before everyone else. A little 
competition wouldn’t hurt. And besides, he wouldn’t mind taking in a little 
more of the scenery, it was rather pretty. 

“T’ll meet you back at the gate, I’m gonna take a shorter route over.” 

“What if you get lost?” said Albin. “Neowise might still be around...” 

“Get lost here?! Did you even see how flat this place is? I'll take ten 
minutes off the walk, easily!” 

“Yeah, sure, but I don’t think there’s any other way over!” 

Ryan ran up to the beach and looked for any alternative routes. The 
chain of small islands they had to travel across were in a curve, so the gate 
was almost right across from where he was standing. 

The only thing stopping him from travelling over to it was the water, 
which got a lot deeper in that area. Swimming wasn’t an option with his 
backpack weighing him down, so he’d need to find a way over on solid 
ground. 

It almost looked like he’d just have to go the normal route, but then 
he saw it; An area of water shallow enough to walk through led to a 
sandbank connected to a tiny island with a large crystal on it. Beyond the 
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island was a large flat rock, where if Ryan calculated it properly, he could 
probably reach the shore of the island with the gate by jumping. 

“T see a way! It should be a piece of cake!” 

“T’m still going the normal way.” 

“Suit yourself!” 

Ryan headed towards the spot he saw and started to walk through the 
water. It was about up to his knees and his pants and shoes were now 
thoroughly soaked, but his bag stayed dry and that’s all that mattered. 

He had a few scares where he nearly slipped on a submerged rock, but 
made it to the shore mostly dry. He reached the sandbank, where he 
noticed something. 

Two sets of pawprints. 

Cat pawprints. 

“And so we meet again, brave soul.” said Connafex, smiling. 

“Gah!” Ryan nearly leapt out of his skin and fell backwards, just 
narrowly avoiding a soak. 

Before him was Connafex and Siglex, who were sitting on top of the 
water as if it was a solid surface. They'd found him again. 

They laughed in that creepy, unnatural way they always did. 

“What do you want from me?!” shouted Ryan. 

“Tm afraid we've already made that quite clear,” said Siglex. 

“Why are you here?!” 

“The answer to that you already know as well.” 

“Now, more than anything else, is the utmost important point in 
shaping the timelines.” added Connafex. “We're here to ensure it bends the 
way we please.” 

Ryan began to panic a little. “Now?! Like- right now?!” 

“Not in this instant, but in close proximity.” 

“What’s gonna happen?!” 

Siglex grinned. “Wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise now, would we?” 

Ryan remembered the last time Siglex grinned like that. “Please don’t 
hurt me! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” he cried. 

He covered his eyes and curled up into a ball, bracing for the worst. 

“Hurt you?” Siglex laughed. “Oh you haven’t an idea of what ‘hurt’ 
truly means! Me and my compeer are quite gentle with beings like yourself! 
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Well, compared to F-LOw, at least.” 

Ryan lowered his hands. “...Who?! W-what do you mean?” 

Connafex took an oddly serious tone and leaned over to Siglex, talking 
in a low voice. “It’s best if you keep speaking of them to a minimum, Siglex. 
You know we cannot foresee their actions.” 

“Ah, how truly foolish of me.” 

He tried to think of a different, maybe less dangerous question to ask 
them. “Why me?” 

“You say that as if you’ve been chosen. Do you believe that is so?” said 
Siglex. 

“...1 guess?” 

“There are no chosen ones in a fate such as yours, only victims of 
circumstance,” said Connafex. “You’d never have known us if you happened 
to go down a different branch of timelines, for we are only observing our 
desired course.” 

“Which you just so happen to have consistently followed as far.” 
added Siglex. 

“So what if I like... don’t follow it?” 

“Ah, alas, your decision hardly matters.” said Connafex. “We’re only 
interested in the version of you that does.” 

Ryan perked up. “So you mean, if I do the right thing, you guys will 
leave me alone?” 

Siglex chuckled, crouching. “I wouldn’t call it the right option, many 
of the branches we're not spectating aren’t too favorable for yourself...” they 
smirked. “Or really, a lot of things.” 

Ryan didn’t know what that meant. He didn’t want to know what that 
meant. “So... you mean in the other uh, branches... I'll die or something?” 

“You will in most of them eventually.” Siglex grinned. “Most sooner 
than later, I’m going to absolutely delight in watching each.” 

“Siglex!” snapped Connafex. “That information is hardly necessary! 
You make this so truly difficult for the both of us...” 

Ryan felt uneasy. He did not like what that implied. 

“Tm afraid that’s all the time we’ve got.” said Connafex, now 
addressing Ryan. “Staying any longer would result in an unfavorable 
branch in the timeline,” they scowled at Siglex. “either from my compeer or 
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yourself...” 

“Wait!” 

The two of them got up and walked across the water away from him. 
They leapt up onto the air as if it was a surface they could walk on and took 
one final look back at him. 

“Ta ta now!” said Siglex gleefully. 

They both then jumped down, vanishing behind the non existent 
object. 

Ryan sat up and tried to collect himself a little. “I hate those two...” he 
mumbled under his breath. 

He hoped they didn’t hear that, the last thing he wanted to do was 
anger the all-knowing cat deities. 

As he was sitting there, he caught something out of the corner of his 
eye. It was on the shore of the tiny island he was heading towards, but he 
couldn’t quite make it out from here. 

He got up and walked over to it to get a better look. 

As soon as he realized what it was, he gasped. 

There was something lying on the ground unconscious, half buried in 
the sand and rocks. 


147 


CHAPTER & 


The lost soul 


The sand around the mysterious being was perfectly smooth and 
showed no signs of footprints or any other sort of movement. There were 
even a few large rocks on top of it, and Ryan could’ve sworn part of it was 
inside one. 

He shivered a little. It was almost as if it'd been there so long, it’d 
become part of the landscape as it changed over millions of years. But that 
couldn’t have been possible, could it? 

He got a little closer, and realized it was much stranger than he 
realized. It’s look was... blurry in an odd way, like something from a 
scarcely remembered dream. He wasn’t sure what he was even looking at, 


148 


but it definitely wasn’t a person. He decided to nudge it a little with his foot. 

At first, nothing changed, but then a horrifying sound came from 
around it. The sand around it seemed to shift a little along with their 
appearance. None of the shapes it took were even remotely recognizable, 
one would surely believe they were having a stroke looking at it if they 
didn’t know much better. 

Ryan found himself absolutely frozen. What... was it doing? 

It made another horrifying sound, followed by a weak, distorted 
whine. 

And then, it became completely still. Did it just... die? He watched it, 
but nothing about it changed. 

Gathering his courage, he decided to touch it, just to be sure. 

It’s texture was anomalous, and everything he felt simply lacked 
description. He wasn’t sure if he was even touching it at all. Whatever it 
was, it still didn’t move. 

He found himself feeling oddly bad for it, that death didn’t look 
pleasant. Maybe Neowise did this to it? Katnyd did say something about it’s 
victims being reduced to nothing. Was this... the aftermath somehow? 

He touched it again, this time leaving his hand on it, feeling for a 
pulse, if there even was one to begin with. He did feel something, but it 
definitely wasn’t the beating of a heart. It was erratic, and constantly 
shifting around, almost like something was being violently thrown around 
inside the mysterious being. The longer he kept his hand on it, the more he 
began to feel a strange sensation, almost like pins and needles. 

He moved his hand away again. He wasn’t sure what to think of it 
now... 

Not knowing what else to do, he spoke. “H-hello?” 

There was no response. 

He lightly shook it. “Hey, are... uh... you alive? ...Somehow?” 

It began to move again, perhaps trying to lift itself up. It phased 
through the rocks and sand it was under, leaving none of them in it’s wake 
and took a shape that he could only assume implied it was standing 
upwards. 

Ryan tried to speak to it again. “...H-hi!” 

It began to reach towards him. He tried to move away, but it moved 
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towards him quicker and pushed him over onto his back, pinning him down 
with some sort of limb he couldn’t see. 

Ryan suddenly felt alarmingly stupid. How had he not considered the 
possibility of it being aggressive? What if it was some sort of wild animal 
that was trying to eat him?! 

He tried to push it off of him, but it pressed down harder, engulfing 
his entire head. He felt like he was being crushed, both physically and 
mentally. He couldn’t breathe, whatever it just grabbed him with, it was 
choking him. 

He tried to pull it off, but found his hands being engulfed as well. 
Soon, it completely surrounded him and he lost all feeling everywhere. He 
tried to scream for help, but there was no way anyone would be able to hear 
him. 

Then, he felt his arms begin to move on their own. The being was 
trying to control him. He felt it move his arm up and down, and close and 
open his hand repeatedly. At this point, he wasn’t sure what it was trying to 
do, but he knew for sure he was going to choke to death if it didn’t let him 
gO. 

He was almost out of air, when it abruptly leapt off of him. He gasped 
and sat up, feeling oddly fatigued. The amorphous being then began to 
shape itself into something else. Ryan was about to run for his life until he 
saw what it was turning into. 

Slowly, but surely, it started to become him. 

But not quite accurately, there was a few glaring differences. For one, 
Ryan had never worn a necklace with a glowing crystal attached to it. 

It was now looking down at it’s hands... or rather, his hands, and 
quietly studying them. 

Ryan was too scared to move. 

It looked up at him and tilted it’s head. 

Then, it attempted to speak. “A... ah... a-a-ah... s... Si... Sy... S€... S... 

Weeklies. 

It copied him. “...Hi? Hi...? Hi... Ah! Hi! Hi hi! Hi hi hi! S-sah? Si- s...” 

“Can you... speak?” 

It stared into nothingness, trying to process what he was saying. It 
was almost as if it was trying to learn from him. “You... Y-on...?” 
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“Do you... need help?” 

“T... L.. I-L.. L... s... se... yon...” it jolted upright, as if remembering 
something. “Iseyon! I-yon! I-I... Ison! Ison!” 

“Huh?” 

It pointed towards him. “Ison?” 

“What?” 

“Ison! Ison?” 

It must’ve mistaken him for someone. “Sorry, I’m... not Ison.” 

It looked oddly saddened. “You... see... Ison?” 

“No, SOrTy...” 

“Oh.” It winced. “Need... help...” 

Ryan got up and lended it a hand. “Here, why don’t I like, take you 
with me and we'll go find some help?” 

It stared at his hand. 

“Come on, I don’t bite.” 

It continued to stare at his hand. “Help... me...” 

“T am helping you, take my hand!” 

“Hand...? Hand... help... me?” 

“Yes! Oh and... while you're at, it can you... not... be me? It’s creeping 
me out a little...” 

“Sorry.” It took a different, vaguely human form, and took his hand. 

Ryan helped it up and let go. “Alright, now follow me.” 

The being didn’t move, and instead began to whimper and pant 
heavily, almost as if it was in pain. 

“Are you... coming or not?” 

“H-hurt... the hurt....” 

“Are you ok?” 

“The hurt.... the hurt... h-help...” 

He could tell just by looking at it that it was in a lot of pain, but he 
wasn’t sure what could possibly be causing it. 

“H-help m-me... It’s... s-so... c-cold... the cold... the burning...” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“It’s... it’s... it’s...” It began to stumble and fall over. “Everything... 
help... h-help me...” 

It fell over, landing on it’s side. As soon as it did, it began to violently 
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change forms, and some unexplainable... material began to bleed from it. It 
screamed uncontrollably, it was nearly deafening. Not knowing what else to 
do, he backed away from it. 

Eventually, it settled, and slowly took the form it was before it fell 
with it’s hands over it’s head. “H-Help...” it continued, now almost whining. 

Ryan knelt down next to it. “Hey, are you alright?” he asked softly. 

It whimpered a little in an odd way, and carefully took it’s hands off 
it’s head, shaking. It slowly opened it’s eyes and looked at him. 

“Hey, are you alright? Something happened to you.” 

“I... [don’t know... I... I can’t... I can’t...” 

Ryan lended it his hand again. “Here, uh... why don’t I help you up 
again?” 

It looked at him, almost baffled. 

He knelt down. “I’m not gonna hurt you, come on,” 

It hesitantly took his hand. “T-thank you...” 

When he helped it up again, this time it thankfully retained it’s 
balance. He noticed it’s hands were extremely cold. 

It shivered a little, then stumbled. Oh! It must’ve been freezing... 

“Oh no, youre cold! Hold on,” Ryan hugged it, trying to warm it up. 
“There, is that better?” 

“J...” it sniffled and rested it’s head on his shoulder, closing it’s eyes. 
“T think so...” 

Ryan quietly held it, rubbing it’s back. Even if he didn’t know what 
happened to... whatever it was, it was nice to know he was helping it in 
some way. He liked this feeling of helping people. 

As he held it, he soon noticed it still wasn’t breathing, and that it 
hadn’t been breathing this entire time. 

Worried, he let go of it. “Oh... uh, you’re not breathing... Are you ok?” 

It paused. “N-no...” It tried to walk, but briefly lost it’s balance. For a 
second, something happened to it, but Ryan couldn’t wrap his head around 
it no matter how hard he tried. “No... e-everything hurts.” 

“Do you know what happened to you? Oh and, what’s your name?” 

They paused again. “I... I don’t know! I can’t remember! I... I can’t 
remember anything!” 

It looked down at it’s hands, and they melted into an 
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incomprehensible mess of thousand colours and shapes, it hurt Ryan’s head 
just to look at. 

It screamed and it’s hands went back to normal. It stumbled back a 
little, shaking. 

“Uh- is... that supposed to happen?!” 

“No! No! No! No! It’s all wrong!” It screamed. “It’s all wrong! This 
isn’t right! What am I?! What am I?!” 

It stumbled backwards again, distorting inexplicably. It put it’s hands 
over it’s face and let out a horrifying, agonized sounding wail unlike 
anything Ryan had ever heard before. It then fell to it’s knees, shaking all 
over and making an odd whimpering noise, almost like some bizarre 
combination of a chirping bird and a whining dog. 

“OK, calm down! Maybe someone can help you over at the village. 
That’s where you came from, right?” 

It looked up at Ryan, absolutely bewildered. “There’s a village over 
there?!” It put it’s hands on top of it’s head and began to nervously chuckle, 
tears streaming down it’s face. “How long was I here?!” 

“Actually, now that I think of it, maybe you should just come with us. 
Claus should be able to help you.” 

It looked up at him. “...C-claus?” 

“Yeah, a friend of mine. He’s really nice, you'll like Him. You can 
walk, right?” 

It got up and tried to walk forwards. After stumbling a few times, it 
seemed to get the hang of it. “I... think so.” 

“Ok, good! Follow me.” Ryan led it down the sandbank and to the 
large rock. 

The water beyond the rock was more shallow than the water he had to 
walk through earlier, but he still wanted to make the jump to the shore. 

“Ok, you should be able to walk through the water here. I’m gonna try 
and jump to the shore, watch this!” 

“J... d-don’t think you'll make that jump...” 

He ignored it and went for it. 

It was only when he was off the rock and above the water that he 
realized he’d made a huge mistake. 

He fell short of the shore, slipped and went face first into the water, 
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getting absolutely soaked from head to toe. It was times like this Ryan was 
glad his electronics were waterproof. 

He got up and walked to the shore, the strange being just behind him. 

When he arrived at the gate, his siblings were sitting on a nearby 
rock, impatiently waiting for him. They noticed Ryan and the odd creature. 

“So much for a shortcut.” scoffed Ellie. 

Albin seemed very unsettled. “Who the hell is that?” he said, pointing 
towards the being Ryan had found. 

“I don’t know, they forgot their name,” said Ryan. “But they need our 
help. They’re hurt and I think Claus can help them.” 

“What are they?” 

“...1 don’t know.” Ryan looked over his shoulder just in time to watch 
the entity he found shift into a slightly different form, growing a pair of 
wings, not too different from Albin’s. “But they can uh... do that.” 

“T have a bad feeling about this...” 

“Please, I can’t remember anything, and something’s very wrong!” 
said the being. “I need help!” 

Albin seemed doubtful. “And... where did you find them?” 

“They were half buried in the sand.” said Ryan. 

“T doubt Claus is gonna like us bringing back... that.” 

“Oh, have a heart Albin!” said Ellie. “They could be in so much 
danger, taking them with us is the least we can do, especially with this 
universe under lockdown! I’m sure Claus will understand.” 

Albin sighed. “Fine. I’ve just got a bad feeling about them.” 

Ryan decided not to tell Albin he felt the same about the mysterious 
creature. Bad feeling or not, there was no denying it needed their help. 
Besides, it was probably just a feeling, right? 

They headed through the gate and back to Claus’s office. 
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When they arrived, Claus and Leo weren’t there yet, so they sat down 
in the living room to wait for them. 

The entity started curiously wandering around the room, studying 
almost everything as if it'd never seen it before. 
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“So, you can’t remember anything? Like, nothing at all?” asked Ellie. 

“Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” It responded, picking up a piece of 
paper and reading through it. “I... think I can use these.” 

“For what?” asked Ryan. 

“Remembering myself.” It began to sift through papers until it finally 
found a blank one. “Is there something I can use to... mark this?” 

“T think there’s a pen in here somewhere.” 

“yePen?” 

Ellie got up and handed it one. “Here,” 

It took it and clicked the end of it. “Oh. Thanks.” it sat down next to 
Ryan and began to draw. 

Ryan watched it as it drew. It drew various, strange and alien shapes, 
as if trying to create a form for itself. Everything it drew, it drew crudely, 
and it seemed to be struggling. 

Among the crude drawings of various creatures, it’d drawn a symbol. 
It was small, but very familiar. 

Horrifyingly familiar. He looked closer and noticed that it was, in fact, 
the same symbol he’d seen at the destroyed village. Did... it put it there? 
Surely, not, right? 

It looked at Ryan. “What are you anyways?” 

“Huh?” 

“Like, your like... what you are.” 

“Uh... human?” 

“You... man...?” 

“No no, human.” 

“Ohh, I see. Human...” It wrote human incorrectly under a small 
drawing of Ryan, then began to draw a second humanoid figure. “That’ll 
work for now, thank you.” 

As he watched it draw, he decided to ask a few questions. “Are you 
feeling a little better now...?” 

“Kinda, I’m... still in a lotta pain but...” It looked at Ryan and 
attempted a smile that looked more like a pained grimace. “Thanks for 
saving me, I dunno how long I would’ve been there if it wasn’t for you.” 

Ryan smiled back. “Hey, it’s uh... no problem!” he pointed at the 
symbol it’d drawn on the page. “What’s this?” 
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“Hm?” 

“That symbol, what’s that supposed to be?” 

It paused. “I... I don’t really know. I think it’s like, my signature or 
something. It’s one of the few things I remembered when I woke up.” 

“That’s odd...” 

“Everything’s odd...” It continued to draw. The human-like figure it 
was drawing now had a pair of blue wings and a square blue halo over it’s 
head- it’d somehow figured out how to make the normally black pen draw 
in different colours. 

“How'd you do that?” 

“Do what?” 

“Make the pen like, change colours.” 

It studied the pen for a moment. “I changed it, I guess.” 

He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he doubted he’d get a better 
answer. He thought of another question to ask it instead. “Where’d you get 
that necklace? It’s really pretty.” 

“Necklace?” It looked down. “Oh, huh. Why do I have this?” It 
attempted to take it off to get a better look at it, but jumped as if startled by 
something. 

“What’s the matter?” 

“T think this necklace is keeping me alive. I... I think it’s the only thing 
keeping me alive! S-something’s been killing me!” 

“What?! What’s killing you?” 

“T... 1don’t know, but I need to keep this necklace on.” 

“God, I really hope Claus can help you...” 

“T hope Claus is nice...” It continued to draw. It’s drawing now had a 
blue jacket covered in yellow stars, black hair and blue eyes. 

Ellie loudly groaned. “What’s taking Claus and Leo so long?” 

“T think it’s that universe delay thing He was talking about.” said 
Albin. 

“Oh great. We better not be waiting here for Him all day...” 

“Better then getting killed back home, I guess...” 

The being thought for a moment while looking at it’s drawing, then 
added a pair of small yellow horns and purple and black spots to the tips of 
it’s wings. “There!” It showed Ryan the drawing. “Is this me?” 
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Ryan was baffled. “What sort of question is that?” 

It thought for a second, then asked a different question. “Do you think 
this would like... be me enough until I... figure out who me actually is?” 

“Uh... sure?” 

“Ok!” It began to change into the form it designed for itself. 

Ryan now had a better grasp of the mysterious being, and was able to 
identify it as what looked to be a 15 year old boy. Their voice was still a little 
bit inconsistent, and they definitely still had the unsettling aura they did 
before, but seeing them in a more comforting form definitely helped calm 
him down. 

There was a flash of light out on the porch. Claus and Leo must’ve 
been back. 

“Oh thank god...” muttered Albin. 

As Claus and Leo came through the door, they immediately tensed up 
upon seeing the boy. 

“Who’s that?” said Claus in a serious tone, pointing to them. 

“We don’t know,” said Ryan. “I found them washed up on the beach 
and they say they can’t remember anything.” 

“There’s also something wrong with them, apparently.” said Albin. 
“Tm not sure what, but they need help.” 

Claus looked very concerned. “Do you know anything about them?” 

“Not much,” said Ellie. “All we know about them is what they just told 
us, something’s been killing them and their necklace is the only thing 
keeping them alive.” 

Claus thought about it, then shrugged in a somewhat defeated looking 
way. “Alright then. I’ll see what I can do for them.” 

“I’m sorry for bringing a random person back, but they seriously 
needed help.” said Ryan. 

“It’s fine, I would’ve done the same. They’re just... I don’t know. 
Something about them is kind of... off.” 

“Maybe that’s what’s wrong with them?” 

“Might be.” 

The boy looked oddly nervous now that Claus was here. “I’m sorry if 
I’m being any trouble, I really don’t mean to be.” 

“Hey, it’s alright. I just wasn’t expecting more guests. Can you 
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remember anything about yourself? Anything at all?” 

“T think things are starting to come back to me? Maybe? But I still 
can’t remember my name...” 

“Ok, what do you remember?” 

They laid back and looked up at the ceiling, twiddling their thumbs. 
“My... favourite colour is yellow! I... think.” 

Claus laughed. “Ok, maybe try something more personal.” 

The boy thought hard. “I’m... not from that place I just came from!” 

“Ok, do you know where yow’re from?” 

“No. I have no clue.” 

“Alright... any clue when you were born and how old you are at least?” 

“T’m pretty sure I’m like, around their age.” they gestured in Albin’s 
general direction. “And I think my birthday was... the 27th?” 

“Of what month in your time? What formats of time do you use?” 

They shrugged. “Dunno.” 

Claus put His hand to His face. He was beginning to look a little 
frustrated. “Ok but, can you give me any info about yourself? As in, name, 
etc, etc.” He chuckled. “What’re ya’ anyways? Cambion? Aswang? Ominous 
spiritus?” 

“Ominous spiritus? ’'m not sure what that is, but it sounds like it'd be 
one strange animal...” 

“Do you remember anything else? It could be anything, doesn’t 
matter- just anything.” 

The boy thought long and hard. “Well... I sorta remember something 
happening before I woke up, maybe it was a dream- I can’t tell. I was 
running- from someone, but nothing made sense, everything was a 
confusing blur, and everything hurt a lot- more than it does now. I 
remember something about the beach I was on, vaguely. Someone I know 
was there.” 

“Do you know who the person was?” 

The boy shook their head. 

“Interesting. Now... can you remember your name?” 

“Not really, but I’m sure if I saw it it'd come back to me...” 

“Maybe Ison is your name and not someone else’s?” suggested Ryan. 

“No, I’m sure Ison was someone else.” 
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“Who’s Ison?” asked Claus. 

The boy seemed gloomy. “I’m not sure where I got the name, but it’s 
the first thing that came to me when I woke up. I think they were important 
to me? Maybe a friend or a brother or something...” 

“T’ve never heard anyone called that before, but I’m sure someone 
has. I’ll have to ask around, see if anyone knows who you're talking about.” 

“Thank you! That’d be a great help!” 

Claus gave the boy a pat on the shoulder. 

As he did, a concerned look appeared on His face. “Oh my goodness! 
Youre freezing! Hold on,” Claus got up and grabbed a purple and black 
scarf out of the closet. “This isn’t much, but it should warm you up a little. 
It’s all I have right now I’m afraid.” He gently wrapped the scarf around the 
boy. 

“Thanks, but... it’s not just cold, it’s burning, it’s everything.” 

“That’s odd. I’d ask why, but you probably don’t remember that 
either, do you?” 

He sighed. “I don't...” 

Claus put His arm around him and rubbed his shoulder, trying to 
warm him up a little. “You poor thing...” 

The boy looked around the room from where he was sitting, studying 
everything that was pinned to the cork boards. Ryan saw an opportunity, 
even if it was an odd time for it. 

He took out his camera, which was still a little wet, wiped some of the 
water off of it, and walked over to the boy. “Hey, can I take a picture of you? 
We’ve kinda never done something like this and pictures are the only way 
I’m gonna be able to explain this to my dad.” 

Ellie scowled. “Ryan, seriously? They could be in a ton of pain right 
now and yow’re asking them for a photo?!” 

“But I need evidence!” 

“We don’t even need to tell Dad about him! None of this is about him! 
We're going home right after this!” 

“Yeah but—” 

“Just put it away!” 

“Actually,” the boy smiled a little, this time in a more natural way. “I... 
really don’t mind.” 
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Ryan looked over at Ellie. “See? He doesn’t mind.” 
She groaned and Ryan took the photo. 
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“Can I see?” asked the boy. 

“Sure!” 

He showed them the photo and they leaned forward to get a better 
look at it. “Neat!” 

“Thank you!” Ryan sat back down again. 

“T wonder what made him lose his memory,” said Ellie. 

“Same here,” said Albin. “Whatever it was, it probably wasn’t 
pleasant.” 

“T hope he'll be alright...” 

“Tm not too sure if I trust him yet myself.” 

“What is it with you? You see how hurt he is!” she said, gesturing 
towards the boy, who was now staring intensely at something on the wall as 
if trying to figure it out. 

“T’ve just got a bad feeling about him!” 

“You get a bad feeling about everything!” 

“And? Have I been wrong yet?” 
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“No, but I think yow’re really just being anxious this time. Do you 
really think theyre dangerous? They can’t even remember anything!” 

“Tm not being anxious! Something is very wrong about him.” 

“That’s probably because of whatever happened to him, don’t be so 
judgy!” 

“T’m not, I’m just saying something about him is really just... 
unnerving.” 

Ryan was about to start arguing with Albin, when the boy gasped and 
clapped his hands. 

“T remember it now!” he said cheerfully. 

“Your name?!” asked Claus. 

“YES!! Yes I do!” 

The boy was still looking over at the same thing he was before, one of 
the boards. 

Ryan felt horrified as he looked over at it. 

No. 

It couldn’t have been that, there was no way. 

He must’ve been reading some other name off there, it couldn’t 
possibly be that one. 

There just had to be any other name he could’ve read and recalled as 
his own. Absolutely any other. But Ryan knew in his heart there was no 
other possibility. 

“Yes! YES!! You found me!” The boy got up and excitedly announced 
his name. “I’m Neowise!!” 
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CHAPTER 9 


Bane of reality 


Everyone panicked. 

More specifically, everyone except Neowise panicked. 

Claus immediately grabbed Leo and held him close protectively, Albin 
leapt up and moved as far away as possible, and Ellie grabbed her water 
bottle and held it above her head, ready to hit someone with it. 

Ryan just continued to sit on the couch, thoughts spiraling around his 
head. What could they do against such a thing? Could Neowise even be 
stopped in the first place? 

“Is... something wrong?” asked Neowise, looking around, confused. 
“J... thought you were looking for me?” 
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“Ryan! What the hell is wrong with you?!” shouted Albin angrily. 

Ryan got up and shouted back at him. “How was I supposed to know 
it was fucking Neowise?!” 

“I told you something was off about him!” 

“T thought it was nothing!” 

“It wasn’t nothing!” yelled Claus, still holding Leo, who was now 
sobbing into His shirt. “You just invited the most dangerous thing in the 
entire multiverse straight into my house!” 

“T didn’t know!” 

Neowise looked around at them. “I’m what?!” 

“Not only did you invite it,” continued Claus. “You reawakened it so it 
could wreak havoc again!” 

“Damnit, don’t just stand there, do something!” yelled Albin. 

Ellie threw her water bottle at Neowise as hard as she could and It hit 
him on the back of the head, making a loud clunk sound. He barely even 
flinched, and turned around to see who threw it. 

“The necklace! Get his necklace!” shouted Ellie. 

Ryan got up without thinking and tried to grab Neowise’s necklace, 
but they moved out of the way before he could even get close. He tried 
again, but this time Neowise pushed him away with an alarming amount of 
force. 

Ryan went flying into the wall and hit it so hard he nearly got the 
wind knocked out of him. 

“You're all crazy!” yelled Neowise as he began frantically looking 
around for an exit. 

He spotted something glinting on the table, a gate key. He grabbed it 
and opened up a gate right away. 

After taking one final, confused and frightened look back at everyone, 
he leapt through. 

Claus loosened his grip on Leo a bit, but He still looked extremely 
tense. “God damnit!” He shouted, almost tearing up a little. “I offer you my 
help and this is how you thank me?! You go bring Neowise into my home, 
you fall for its tricks, you risk Leo’s life, and then unleash it into the 
multiverse?!” 

Ryan carefully got up, coughing a little. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know...” 
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“Sorry won't cut it! I’m not helping you three until you fix this!” 

“WHAT?!” exclaimed Ellie. “But there’s nothing we can do about him! 
He could kill us!” 

“There is something actually, take that necklace from it. It’s made out 
of viteroite, which repeats any effect it’s given as long as it’s worn. It must 
be repeating an effect that keeps it alive, I could tell it was repeating 
something.” 

“But what if that’s another trick?” 

“That’s a risk we'll have to take. Now after it, before it closes that 
gate!” 

“But we don’t even know what universe he—” 

“Just GO!” shouted Claus at the top of His lungs. 

Ryan hesitantly leapt through the gate, his siblings following behind. 
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Ryan was expecting to end up in some hellish, horrible place. A place 
so bad only a being as terrible as Neowise could even dare to lurk there. 

Maybe a hadean hellscape, a frozen wasteland or even a family dinner 
with that one side of the family you hardly ever see. Who despite you 
almost never talking to, being very disconnected from and not liking too 
much, are very interested in you and ask a bunch of awkward questions 
about your personal life. 

But instead of any of that, where he ended up was much more 
familiar than he expected. 

He was back in his home universe of K52L, somewhere in Uniacke in 
an alleyway. 

Neowise now was loose in their universe, free to unleash chaos in the 
biggest city on Vesta. 

“Oh. no.” said Ryan fearfully. 

“Oh no is right, you fucking idiot!” shouted Albin, grabbing Ryan by 
the front of his shirt. “You just had to pick up the random stranger didn’t 
you? You just had to ruin our only chance of ever finding dad again, didn’t 
you? Now were all going to die because of you!” 

“T didn’t know!” 
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“What if Neowise kills Dad, Aunt Valerie, and Ava! Then what?” 

“I’m sorry!” 

“Sorry won't cut it! You just threw away any chance of us getting back 
home!” 

“I didn’t—” 

Albin hit him. 

Ryan was stunned from shock, and was hardly able to process what’d 
happened before Albin hit him again. 

He fell over, clutching the side of his head where Albin had struck 
him, his hand shaking. He could only pray that Albin would know to stop 
before he seriously injured him, even in a situation as dire as this. 

Albin was about to kick him in the ribs, but Ellie pulled him away. 
“That’s enough! He’s learned his lesson, no need to break his ribs over it.” 

“He’s completely fucked us over, Ellie!” 

“Listen, normally I’d agree with you, but if you keep doing this youll 
get him killed.” 

“T don’t care!” Albin fought out of her grasp and went to kick him, but 
she pulled him away again. 

“Listen to me. If you kick him, you know we won’t be able to get him 
to a hospital.” 

“You think Neowise is going to care about that?” 

“Albin just listen to m—” 

He pushed her over, then began to storm towards Ryan again. Ryan 
braced himself the best he could, covering his chest with his hands. 

“W-wait! Albin!” 

“What?” 

“I see Neowise!” 

Albin turned around, and Ryan weakly got up a little. 

Ellie was pointing out of the alleyway and across the street. Neowise 
was standing there idly, studying people intensely as they walked by. 
Thankfully, he didn’t seem to be hurting anyone quite yet. 

Ryan gripped the side of his head and groaned. He noticed he was 
bleeding a little, but it probably wasn’t anything serious. 

Albin always hit so stupidly hard, but at least now it made sense. He 
was half angel, so he probably had half the strength of one as well. 
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He wiped away a few tears and sat up. 

“Ok, any ideas?” asked Albin. 

“We sneak up behind him and yank the necklace off?” suggested Ellie. 

“Well, it’s worth a shot. But who’s gonna take the necklace?” 

They both looked towards Ryan. 

Ryan buried his face in his hands. 

“You're the one that got us into this mess, you get us out of it!” said 
Albin. 

“B-but—” 

“T don’t care! After this shit you’ve gotten us into, you deserve to die.” 

“” 

“Ryan.” 

“F-fine.” 

He slowly got up and walked to the end of the alley, not daring to look 
back at his siblings even once. This was the absolute last thing he wanted to 
do, he hardly had an idea of what Neowise even was, how could he possibly 
expect anything going into an encounter such as this? 

He could hardly even see through his tears as is, and the searing pain 
coming from the side of his head wasn’t helping at all either. He couldn’t 
imagine trying to do something serious while in a state like this, but here he 
was. 

There were quite a few people around, and Neowise seemed to be 
fixated on all of them in some way or another, so he needed to act fast 
before someone got hurt. Or worse. 

Neowise was still in the area, except now instead of walking around 
aimlessly, he was sitting under a tree, looking at a small yellow flower he 
found. 

Ryan began to quietly approach him. Maybe he could take the 
necklace while they were distracted somehow? He was still so, so nervous. 
God only knows what Neowise was capable of doing to him god forbid he 
noticed. 

It was all going according to plan until Ryan heard a voice calling 
from up the street. 

“Hey! You there!” It was, unfortunately, C.Q Jackson. 

He had his van parked just a ways up the street and was heading 
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towards Neowise. There was a very tired looking cameraman trailing 
behind him, and it looked like Krista was still in the van. 

Ryan hid behind a bush before Neowise could notice him and prayed 
desperately that his favourite radio star wasn’t about to be rendered a 
gruesome spectacle on live broadcast. 

C.Q pointed the microphone he was holding at Neowise and asked 
him a question. “Hey kiddo! Nice costume! Whatcha think about the new 
building they’re adding over in Armouth?” 

Ryan grimaced. Everyone really was clueless... 

Neowise continued to look at the flower as if C.Q wasn’t even there. 

“Hey uh... Kid?” C.Q shook them. 

Neowise looked up at him. “Oh... you’re... talking to me?” 

“Woah! Cool eyes! Where’d you get such good contacts? And yes, I’m 
talking to you!” 

“My eyes...? I don’t think there’s anything wrong with them.” 

“Uh... well, I was wondering what you thought about the new building 
over in Armouth? It’s gonna be another five story one! They might even add 
a store to the bottom!” 

“T... don’t know where that is.” 

C.Q laughed. “You don’t know where Armouth is?! What are you, an 
alien?! Quit fooling with me!” 

“T’ve never been here before, could you give me directions? Where’s 
like, a lot of... humans?” 

“Huh?” C.Q hesitated, but then continued. “Are you from Retlaw or 
something?” 

“T- I don’t know where that is either...” 

“What?! How have you never seen a map or something?!” 

“...1 don’t know, I’m not from here.” Neowise looked up at the sky. 
“But something feels so familiar about this place...” 

“Ubh... I mean.... Alright kiddo! Where ya’ need directions to?” 

He continued looking at the sky, twiddling his thumbs as he did. 
“Home.” 

“Home? Sure thing! Where’s home?” 

Neowise went back to looking at the flower, this time in a noticeably 
sadder way. “I don’t know.” 
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“Do you know any family members I could contact?” 

“T... don’t know. I don’t know anything.” 

“Oh... kiddo... ’m sorry, but there’s not a lot I can do. I don’t have a 
whole lot of time for you right now, I’m on air. Maybe someone at the police 
station can help you? It’s just down the street and to the left.” 

“Thanks.” 

C.Q quickly patted them on the shoulder. “Hey it’s no problem, you 
take it easy now, ok?” He got up and headed back to his van. 

Ryan felt relived, but didn’t let himself calm down. Neowise was still 
right there, after all. 

After sitting for a little while longer, Neowise got up and started 
heading down the street. As they passed the bush Ryan was hiding behind, 
Ryan got a terrible idea. So terrible, it might just work. 

He leapt out from behind the bush and grabbed Neowise’s necklace 
from behind. 

“Gotcha!” cheered Ryan. 

Neowise turned around and stared at him. He had them exactly 
where he wanted, and could yank the necklace off with ease, ending the 
whole wild goose chase right then and there. 

But as Neowise looked at him, Ryan saw real, genuine fear in their 
eyes. 

He loosened his grip a little, did he really want to do this? Sure, they 
might’ve been a monster, but he was still killing someone in cold blood. 
And for what? His own personal goal? They haven’t even done anything yet 
and he was already trying to kill them! 

“Ryan! What the hell are you waiting for?!” shouted Albin from across 
the street. 

“Huh?” Ryan let go and looked over at him. 

He then froze as he realized what he just did. 

He just let go of the necklace. 

Realizing he was no longer in danger, Neowise kicked Ryan in the ribs 
and sent him flying down the street, tumbling head over heels. 

He got up as quickly as he could and braced himself for whatever was 
going to come next. But much to his surprise, Neowise fled down an alley. 

Albin came running over. “Dammit! You idiot! what were you 
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thinking?!” he yelled. 

“T just- I can’t kill him...” 

“Why?! Don’t you see how dangerous he is?! He’s going to kill 
everyone if you don’t stop him!” 

“Tm sorry—” 

“Go after him! We’re gonna lose him!” He shoved Ryan forward. 

“Ok ok! I'll get him this time!” 

“You better!” 

He nervously headed into the alley Neowise had fled to. It was one of 
the shorter alleyways that didn’t link to anything else, a dead end. 

Neowise was standing near the end of the alleyway, staring at him 
intensely. 

“Why are you trying to kill me?” they asked. 

“You should know why.” said Ryan. 

Neowise began to back up. “I’m not going to hurt you. Please, just 
leave me be.” 

“You know I’m not falling for that.” 

Neowise’s tone completely changed. “I don’t want to hurt you. Back 
off.” 

Against his better judgement, Ryan continued to corner Neowise. It 
felt like the air was getting colder. 

“Last warning. Back off.” said Neowise. 

“Tm not scared of you!” Ryan backed him right into the end of the 
alley. 

Neowise began to faintly glow and distort in weird ways. “I’m not 
scared of you either.” 

There was a loud noise, and Neowise seemed to melt into a thousand 
colours and shapes, growing bigger and bigger, turning into a different 
form completely. 

Ryan had to shield his eyes from it. Whatever it was, it hurt his head 
in a way he couldn’t understand, almost like Siglex did back at The Willow 
Tree. 

He just couldn’t wrap his head around what he was seeing in the 
slightest. Every time he thought he could make out a shape he could 
understand, a colour that existed, it shifted from his comprehension yet 
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again before he could even register it. Nothing about it made sense, but it 
must’ve been whatever Neowise was made out of. 

Finally, the colours became recognizable and Neowise took an 
understandable form that towered over Ryan. Time seemed to pause as he 
stood there looking at them. 

Neowise had turned into a horrifically deformed, slender, rotten 
looking abomination with a long neck and an uncountable amount of arms. 
He was so big, he barely fit in the alleyway. 

He was covered in terrifying, deformed features from head to toe, 
with a sideways mouth where his rib cage would be, and twisted spikes 
protruding from all over. But the worst part of it all had to be the massive, 
incredibly sharp claws, and gaping maw full of twisted dog-like teeth. 

They were hunched over, breathing heavily, their arms pressed 
against the sides of the buildings around them as the last of whatever 
indescribable substance they were made of dripped from their jaws like 
thawing ice. Their blank, cold, animal-like eyes stared at Ryan through 
their draping raggy hair. 

Ryan felt his heart pounding in his chest, regretting every action that 
led him up to this point. This was absolutely how he died. He knew it’d be. 

Neowise let out a deafening, ungodly roar and began to chase him out 
of the alley. 

He screamed and ran for his life, narrowly avoiding a swipe of 
Neowise’s claws as he tried to grab him. 

Albin and Ellie looked down the alley to see what all the commotion 
was about, saw Neowise, and immediately began to run as well. 

They turned a corner and went down another alley, where they 
quickly hid behind a dumpster. They huddled up and tried to be as quiet as 
possible. 

The sound of claws scraping against the concrete grew louder and 
louder until eventually Neowise’s head was visible around the corner. 

He was still wearing the necklace, but it’d be a death sentence to try 
and grab it now. He scanned the alleyway, looking for them. 

Nobody dared to move. Ryan couldn’t tell if the shaking he felt was 
from himself, Albin, or both. The three hugged each other and silently 
prayed while Neowise crept by, getting closer and closer. 
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As he passed by the dumpster, Ryan got a terrifying thought. Could 
Neowise smell their fear? Could he hear them crying? Could he sense their 
presence? 

“Come on out, I just wanna talk.” said Neowise in a deep, demented 
voice. 

Somehow, something about the voice sounded so genuine, like he had 
good intentions. But they knew better than to fall for his tricks. If Ryan had 
to guess, Neowise was able to create some sort of mind altering effect to 
make people trust him. 

Neowise headed to the very end of the alley. If he were to just look 
behind him and to his right, he’d see Ryan and his siblings hiding. 

All it took was Neowise to look behind him, and their lives would be 
over, just like that. Ryan closed his eyes and prayed that Neowise would 
leave, that he wouldn’t notice them, and would just run off again. 

Thankfully, maybe through some streak of luck, Neowise didn’t 
bother to look there and began to back out of the alley. 

Once out, he began to change again, this time back to normal. The 
same bizarre colours as before distorted around until Neowise was the 
harmless looking boy once again. 

He winced in pain, stumbled out onto the street and fell over, letting 
out a yelp and briefly changing again. After pulling himself together, he got 
up, looked back down the alley, and flew off into the distance dizzyingly 
fast. 

They waited behind the garbage cans for a minute or two after 
Neowise had left, just to make sure he was really gone. 

After calming down, Ellie began to speak, a little out of breath. “I... 
see why he’s the most dangerous thing in the entire multiverse now...” 

Ryan rubbed his head where Albin had hit him. He was sore 
absolutely everywhere, but his head had to hurt the most. He leaned against 
the wall behind him. Everything seemed more hopeless than ever. 

He sighed. “I can’t believe this. All I wanted to do was to have some 
fun over the summer, and now here I am, cowering behind a dumpster...” 

Albin put his arm around Ryan and patted his shoulder. “Hey. I’m 
sorry about earlier, I didn’t know. You're right, there’s absolutely nothing 
we can do about that thing...” 
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“Shut up...” grumbled Ryan. 

“He just seemed genuinely confused and hurt, I thought he’d be easy 
to deal with.” 

“That doesn’t excuse any of that.” 

“T...” He hesitated. “Maybe I am changing...” he muttered. 

Ryan stopped himself from arguing with Albin any further, mostly 
because he was exhausted. “At least you’re still able to apologize...” 

“_..What even is Neowise?” asked Ellie. “Is he like, a demon or 
something?” 

“T think he’s something worse...” grumbled Ryan. 

“What exactly did he say to you when he woke up, anyways?” 

“T don’t know, something about this guy called Ison. I think he 
might’ve mistook me for them at first” 

“Odd.” 

“It was probably just some nonsense he made up, part of his act.” said 
Albin. 

“You're probably right...” 

They stayed where they were, catching their breath. Ryan thought 
about when he’d found Neowise on the beach. Katnyd had mentioned how 
Neowise had apparently cleared the universe out, mercilessly devouring all 
it’s residents and laying waste to what used to be a peaceful mining town. 

Suddenly, why Neowise was lying on the beach made complete sense. 
He wasn’t passed out, he was resting after having a large meal. It was 
probably the only reason Neowise had decided to merely copy him instead 
of eating him. 

And now, because of him, Neowise had all the knowledge he needed 
to do it again with K52L. They didn’t know much about Neowise, but if 
there was one thing for certain about him, it was how smart he was. They’d 
been effortlessly played for fools... 

Ellie sighed. “Well, no use sticking around here and feeling bad for 
ourselves...” 

“T agree...” said Ryan. 

They got up and headed out of the alley. Surprisingly, not a single 
person had seen Neowise while he was chasing them- though that brought 
him no relief. 
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“God, I hope he doesn’t kill anyone. I hope he just leaves.” said Albin. 

Ryan knew in his heart that wouldn't be the case. There would be 
bloodshed and there was nothing he could do to stop it, he could only pray 
his family would be safe. Part of him couldn’t help but feel this was all his 
fault. 

“Lets just hope Claus forgives us, there’s no way anyone could’ve seen 
that coming.” said Ellie. 

They went back down the alley so nobody would see them, opened up 
a gate and headed back to Claus’s office. 


A A 


When they arrived, Claus had fallen asleep at the dining room table 
and there was no sign of Leo. Claus didn’t wake up when they went inside, 
so they nudged Him awake. 

He woke up, startled. “Oh! I guess I must’ve drifted off there...” He 
said sleepily. “Did you get the necklace?” 

“No... I tried to take it, but he turned into this giant monster, nearly 
killed us, then flew off.” replied Ryan. 

“We don’t even know what he is...” added Ellie, sitting down at the 
table across from Claus. “Every time he changed he... I don’t know. There 
were so many colours, some I don’t even think exist! While he was like that 
I couldn’t understand anything about him, it hurts my head just thinking 
about it...” 

Claus seemed alarmed and woke up a bit. “Wait... do you mean it was 
just- completely incomprehensible in every way while changing forms?” 

“Yeah, if you wanna put it that way.” 

“Dear god. From what you've just described, it sounds like Neowise is 
made of pure ximorenis.” 

“Ximorenis? The hell is that?” 

“It’s hard to explain, but it’s the primordial matter all universes are 
created from. The Genesis Sea is made entirely of it, and it’s not supposed 
to exist anywhere else. Neowise must be using the ximorenis to its will, 
which is bad news. Very, very bad news.” 

“What do you mean?” 
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“Tf it can control ximorenis, a substance not even the creation gods 
can understand, it can shape reality to its will. It has the power to destroy 
universes, or worse! If someone doesn’t stop it, it'll destroy the entire 
multiverse!” 

Ryan felt despaired. “You’re not expecting us to stop him, are you?” 

“Oh no, absolutely not!” Claus looked a little embarrassed. “If you 
were to take that necklace off of it, it might’ve destabilized, and that 
wouldn’t have ended well at all!” 

“So you mean taking that necklace off would’ve killed me?” 

“No, It’d do worse, much worse. You might’ve ended up fusing with it. 
That might be exactly how it gets its victims...” 

“Yikes.” 

“I’m sorry I sent you after it like that. I should’ve known better, but it 
was the heat of the moment and I was focused on protecting Leo. This was 
nobody’s fault.” 

Albin sat down next to Ellie. “What are we going to do about Neowise 
now? Anyone could fall for that same trick!” 

Ellie giggled. “Let’s feed Albin to him.” 

“What?! No!” 

“Why not? Youre going to change into a monster anyways, right? 
Besides, you’d probably taste like chicken.” 

Albin angrily stood up and Ellie braced herself, laughing. 

“Claus! Stop him!” shouted Ryan. 

Claus grabbed Albin’s shoulder and sat him back down. “Settle down, 
everyone.” 

Albin crossed his arms and glared at Ellie. 

“Anyways,” continued Claus. “I’m not sure if there’s anything we can 
do about it. With the sheer power it has, it might just be better to avoid it all 
together. Even worse, whatever it is, it’s still juvenile! I shudder to think of 
the trouble it'll cause once it’s fully grown...” 

Ryan sat down at the table and stared at the ceiling. “God. First 
Keshiel, now this? It sounds like we'll never be able to go home. Stupid 
Neowise...” 

Claus patted him on the shoulder. “I know. We'll figure something 
out, I promise. Just try and relax.” 
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“Tl try...” 

Ryan could hardly believe all that had transpired. Never in his wildest 
dreams could he see something like this ever happening to him. 

Thanks to Neowise; the bizarre, reality bending colours of the 
ximorenis were burned into his head. Every time he thought of them, it’d 
physically hurt just to recall. Not to mention Neowise’s disturbing 
transformation and how he nearly died to them, or worse- had his soul 
eaten. 

There was also another thing in particular Ryan absolutely couldn’t 
shake. What Siglex said to him back on the sandbank, just mere moments 
before he first encountered Neowise. 

Siglex briefly mentioned how he’d die in most timelines, and how 
most deaths were notably ‘sooner than later’. One of those absolutely 
involved Neowise catching him. There had to be thousands upon thousands 
of timelines where Neowise managed to grab him and eat him, or found 
where he and his siblings were hiding. It scared him just thinking about it. 

The more he thought about it, the more it disturbed him. Siglex knew 
every way he died like the back of their paw, and delighted in watching it 
happen. Not only that, Ryan now knew he had a very high chance of dying 
sometime in the near future. 

With how things have been so far, he knew very well his fate could 
come out of the blue. Or worse, how it could apparently never come at all. 
He didn’t want to think about what that could possibly mean. 

He just ignored his feelings for now. Everything would be fine, he just 
had to keep his chin up and power through it. Even if that meant lying to 
himself. 

Claus looked around the room and perked His ears up, listening for 
something. “Gee, it’s been a while since I heard from Leo. He was pretty 
shaken up after all that, I hope he’s doing alright. Maybe I should check on 
him...” 

He got up and headed to Leo’s room. Not soon after, they heard Him 
shouting. “No! No no no NO! Dammit! You bastard!” 

Ryan and the others got up to investigate what had happened. When 
they entered the room, Claus was standing beside Leo’s bed, holding a note 
in His hand. 
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“What happened?” asked Ryan. 
“Tt’s that rat bastard Devin again! He took Leo while I was asleep!” 
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CHAPTER 10 


ocean's End 


“Devin? Who’s that?” asked Ryan 

“Oh, only the most annoying piece of crap in the entire multiverse!” 
spat Claus. “He purposely messes up my universe classifications, He steals 
from me, He tampers with my records and now He’s gone and taken my 
son- I mean assistant!” 

“Oh no! Where'd He take him?” 

“Off to His horrid casino bar in NT7835u, again!” 

“Claus, ...How the hell do you remember these names?” 

“That’s not important right now, Leo is in danger! That casino is one 
of the worst places in the multiverse for a little angel like him!” 
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Claus dropped the note on the bed and headed back to the living 
room to pack His things. 
Ryan decided to read the note, it read: 


Dear Clausie, 


Notice something missing? Why don't ya head on 
over and catch up a bit? Don't be tate! 


Yours truly, Devin. 


They headed back into the living room, where Claus was packing 
some things. 

“What’s the deal with Devin?” asked Ellie. 

“What do you mean?” said Claus, not even looking up from what He 
was doing. 

“T don’t know, it just seems like you two... know each other.” 

“Oh. We just uh... have some ‘History’ with each other, that’s all.” 

“Is it personal?” 

“Yes. Very. Let’s stop talking about this.” 

“Ok then...” 

Claus stopped what He was doing, realizing something. “Oh no. I'll 
have to take you three with me. I can’t leave you here, and there’s no way I 
can return you back home with Neowise on the loose!” 

“It’s... not going to be dangerous, right?” said Albin. 

Claus sighed. “If you stick together, stay away from anyone shady and 
absolutely do not make any deals with anyone, you should be fine. There’s 
not much they can get out of mortals, but not everyone is as kind as I am to 
your type.” 

“Well, we should be fine. We don’t plan on giving them anything.” 
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said Ellie. 

Claus continued to pack again. “Anyways, do you have any way to 
contact each-other over a long distance?” 

“We have our communicators we brought with us!” 

Claus smiled a little. “Gosh, you Vestians and your radios. This may 
come as a Surprise to some of you,” He eyed Ryan. “but you won't be able to 
chat with someone from another universe using those normally. If you give 
them to me now, I can upgrade them for you.” 

“Ok!” 

They handed over the two way radios to Claus and He upgraded them 
in a similar way to Ryan’s portable radio. He then handed them back. 

Each communicator now had a purple, bead-like object on the 
antenna, and an extra black plating on the front. 

Claus put His hat on and headed out onto the porch. “We'd better get 
going now, the sooner we get Leo back the better.” 

They opened up a gate and headed through. 
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Once they arrived, they found themselves deep underwater, standing 
on a large patch of land that was floating through the water as if it was in 
space. 

He hadn’t realized it up until now, but his world’s charm was doing 
wonders for him. The pressure from all this water surely would’ve killed 
him in an instant if it wasn’t for it, not to mention the lack of air. 

He wasn’t sure what was more surreal about it, the undeniable weight 
on his shoulders, or the fact that he was effortlessly breathing underwater. 
Either way, the sensations beat drowning any day. 

There was a glow coming from above them, but it wasn’t sunlight. The 
glow instead came from the accretion disk of a black hole, which decorated 
the water around it like a rainbow going from dark red to blinding blue. 

A deep droning noise, almost like some unnatural choir, could faintly 
be heard as faint, gentle vibrations went through the water all around them. 
Something about it was oddly therapeutic. 

The ground they were standing on looked almost as if a chunk of the 
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sea floor had been ripped out and was now in orbit, which was probably the 
case. 

The only other light came from other, distant black holes and the 
massive casino which stood before them. As they approached it, Ryan saw 
the shadow of a massive whale-like creature swimming by in the distance. 

The casino was much bigger than any building back on Vesta, 
towering above them at about ten stories high, somehow still more wide 
than tall. It was decorated with windows and plenty of neon lights, which 
depicted all sorts of things, but most weren’t recognizable. 

Above the door in bright glowing letters was the name of the casino: 
‘Ocean’s End.’ 

Claus kicked the door open and stormed inside, where he 
immediately spotted a man sitting near the door, and grabbed them by the 
front of their ragged and torn leather suit. 

They looked kind of similar to Claus in a way, having the head of 
some sort of canine, and the body of a person (though, anybody from Earth 
would surely compare him to a bizarre, hairless hyena of sorts). He was 
completely grey aside from his black nose and deep, rust coloured eyes. 

They grinned at Claus and began to speak in a voice that implied 
many years of smoking. “Hey Clausie, miss me ol’ pal?” 

“We are not friends.” said Claus through clenched teeth. “What did 
you do with Leo?” 

“Oh, I sent him somewhere else, he’s fine. But ain't cha’ glad to see 
me?” 

He slammed Devin against the wall. “Absolutely not! Do you have any 
idea what happens in your own casino?!” 

“Uh, gambling of course?” 

“You moron! If he’s hurt...” 

“Relax Clausie, he’s fine!” 

“You call me that one more time and so help me, I’ll make sure you 
regret it!” 

“Oh, how flattering.” 

Claus growled. “Where did you take him?” 

“What? You just got here, don’tcha wanna hang out a bit?” 

Claus looked like he was holding back the urge to call Devin several 
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swears at once. “Where. Is. He.” he snarled. “If you leave him here, he'll get 
killed.” 

“Oh calm down, I’m not stupid! I put him somewhere safe, don’t you 
worry about him! Your little boy is safe with me!” 

He balled his hand into a fist and took a deep breath. “Devin. If you 
don’t tell me where my angel is within the next thirty seconds, I’m going to 
be forced to do something I really don’t want to do in front of these 
children.” he pointed towards them, eyes still locked on Devin. 

“But Clausie!” Devin grinned. “We can’t do that unless we’re married! 
You re insane!” 

Claus looked like he was about to explode from anger. He bared his 
teeth and loudly snarled at Devin, slamming his fist on the desk. “I’ve had 
enough of your fooling around. Tell me. Where Leo is. Now.” 

“Daww, youre awfully cute when you’re mad.” 

He grabbed Devin by the neck, preparing to strangle him. “Now. Or 
else.” 

“Oh fine! He’s in the back closet upstairs, no need to be such a baby 
about it!” 

He aggressively let go of him and started heading towards the back. 
Ryan and the others awkwardly followed him. 

“T don’t even get a thank you?!” they heard Devin call. 

Claus didn’t respond. 

It was not pleasant inside the casino. The walls were full of holes and 
scratches, the old red rug was almost all stains, and there was a horrible 
stench in the air that somehow smelled like every drug at once. 

Above the din of the casino’s many guests was some absolutely 
terrible sounding music coming from the many speakers around the room. 
The music was so bad in fact, Ryan found himself purposely trying to walk 
out of sync with the beat, not wanting to associate himself with it. 

As he walked between the tables of the main area he noticed many 
bizarre creatures, most of which gave him and his siblings weird looks as 
they went past. Some looked like the common depictions of demons they’d 
see back at home, while others looked almost like insects, animals, or 
something else entirely. 

Some even looked like angels, but all their wings were black or grey. 
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Some had a black substance, almost like charred wood seemingly growing 
on them. One of the angels glared at Albin as he passed by their table. 

Claus led them to an elevator at the very back of the casino. They got 
on and he pressed the button for floor ten. But before the door could close, 
a small demon and an imp scurried onto the elevator, nearly crashing right 
into them. 

The demon had ram-like horns and a long tail, while the imp had a 
single horn in the middle of their head and a short tail. Both of them were 
significantly shorter than everyone else on the elevator. 

“Aw dammit Bardus! We should’ve gotten the next one, look how 
stinkin’ cramped this is!” yapped the demon. 

Ryan and his siblings moved away from the two of them. 

Bardus, the imp, noticed Claus and shook the demon. “Hey Iracun! 
Look who it is, it’s that guy that gave us the gate keys!” 

“Ey! What’re you doin’ ‘ere in this place, pal?” asked Iracun. 

“Tm busy.” replied Claus, sounding audibly annoyed. 

“Aren’t we all, pal...” They then noticed Ryan and his siblings. “Ah?! 
Vestian? Huh?” 

“What are they doing off Vesta...?” said Bardus. 

“Eh, beats the crap outta me,” he lightly hit Albin’s torso with the 
back of his hand. “How’s business back home?” 

Albin didn’t respond, looking incredibly nervous. 

“Ohhh, you're a shy fella, aren’t’cha? Well, I know how to deal with 
your sort...” he lightly hit Ellie’s torso with the back of his hand. “How’s 
business back home?” 

Ellie glared at him. “You mean... on Vesta?” 

“Ehhh, yeeeeah, been a while, figured I’d check, see if things are dire 
or not dire... Say, what’cha doin’ out ‘ere in this stinkin’ place, anyways?” 

“T couldn’t leave them in K52L, Neowise is there.” replied Claus 
calmly. 

Iracun shrieked. “Neowise’s in our universe?!” 

“We live in hell!” cried Bardus. 

“We're from hell, you absolute buffoon! Course’ we do!” 

“Oh, right when this day couldn’t get any worse! First the evacuation, 
then this?” 
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Claus jumped a little hearing this. “Wait, what? Evacuation? What do 
you mean, “evacuation?” 

“Oh it was horrible!” exclaimed Iracun. “Me and Bardus were out 
there for a thing, and all of a sudden there was this big huge commotion 
buildin’ up all around us! Then, these weird grey robot guys with black, 
diamond shaped heads and one glowy eye started comin’ through and 
pokin’ people! It didn’t look painful but boy were people there ever scared 
of em’! Told to leave by these big fellers before things got any worse. We 
didn’t even get our thing! It completely sucked!” 

“That’s... concerning. I’ve been hearing similar stories, and they've 
been popping up more and more the past thousand or so years.” 

“Things are goin’ off the rails... Hey uh, mind givn’ us a gate so we can 
flee on outta ere’? We didn’t exactly ‘win’ that cash back...” 

“Sure.” Claus reached inside his jacket and handed Iracun a key. 

“Thank you so, so much!” 

The elevator door opened and they headed out. Bardus and Iracun 
scurried off to somewhere to the left while Claus headed off to the right. 

Ryan and his siblings stayed by the elevator, watching Bardus and 
Iracun run off. 

“What a bunch of freaks...” said Ellie, watching them as they left. 

“And they’re from our universe, apparently,” added Albin. “I think 
they might be demons or something...” 

Ellie chuckled a little. “Ey! What’re you doin’ ere’?” she said, doing an 
absolutely terrible impression of Iracun. 

She and Ryan laughed. 

“Hey!” said Albin. “It’s not nice to make fun of somebody’s accent!” 

“Ey! It ain't nice to go makin’ fun of nobody’s accent, pal!” said Ellie 
mockingly. 

Albin stifled a laugh. “Ok, but seriously, stop.” 

Ryan looked around. “Uh... where’d Claus go?” 

Ellie and Albin looked around, and saw no sign of Claus anywhere. 

“Shoot, we lost him,” said Ellie. 

“Oh nice going, Ellie!” snapped Albin. “Now we're lost!” 

“My fault?! What’d I do?!” 

“Oh forget it! Let’s just look around for him.” 
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Ryan looked around again. “...Does anyone know what direction he 
went or...?” 

“T think he went... uhh...” Albin pointed straight ahead. “Somewhere 
over there.” 

“Alright, let’s check there first.” 

They headed deeper into the casino. This floor seemed to be more of a 
dining area, and the smell of food was heavy in the air. Of course, much of it 
didn’t smell too pleasant, but it was better than whatever concoction of 
smells he was experiencing on the floor below. 

There was a bar to the left, nestled in the corner with a lone bartender 
pouring someone a glass of... something. 

This floor was a lot more crowded than the floors below it, with each 
table being full and then some. Ryan and his siblings hardly had any room 
to move between the tables. 

Ryan found himself accidentally bumping into a demon or two as he 
walked. Thankfully, even if they did give him nasty looks, none of them got 
up to do anything about him. They were way too focused on whatever odd 
games they were playing instead. 

Suddenly, Ellie stopped. “Wait, holy crap.” 

“What is it?” asked Ryan. 

She pointed across the room to two people standing by a window. 
“Are those... people? Human people?” 

Ryan looked where Ellie was pointing, and was surprised to see two 
people- human beings, just like them. Or at least, at a glance, it’d look like 
it. 

One was a woman with long black hair held up in a ponytail who had 
dark grey skin, and the other was a man with short black hair and pale grey 
skin. Ryan thought their skin looked odd, until he saw their eyes were 
strange as well, both being peculiar shades of purple all throughout. 

Even more bizarre was their noses, which, unlike a Vestian’s, were 
dry, and a bizarre shape. And their ears- especially their ears. Instead of 
being small and flopping to the side, similar to a dog’s, they didn’t seem to 
have any at all. And he could’ve sworn he saw a tail poking out from under 
their jackets as well, but maybe he was seeing things... Either way, their 
appearance was undeniably human. 
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Both were wearing well worn looking lab coats covered in tears and 
scuff marks. The woman was wearing a pair of safety glasses, and the man 
was wearing a pair of glasses that had noticeable cracks in them. 

Whoever they were, they looked like they’d been through a lot. Ryan 
wondered what brought them here. 

“Come on, let’s go talk to them!” said Ellie, making her way over. 

Albin groaned. 

They followed Ellie towards the two mysterious people. One of them 
was talking to a demon, while one of them held up some sort of device to 
them. 

Going off their attire, they had to be scientists of some sort. Though, 
he wasn’t sure why there’d be scientists here out of all places. 

When they got closer, they could hear them having a conversation 
with the demon. 

“So, can you describe the strange boy to me?” asked the woman. 

The demon they were seemingly interviewing tried to remember. 
“Well, I didn’t catch much of them, they were changing forms pretty fast, 
but they definitely had wings and a pair of horns.” 

“Anything else? Did you see any prism like objects on or around 
them, specifically ones glowing purple?” 

“No, I didn’t see anything like that. Closest thing they had to that was 
a red glow coming from their chest. No clue what it was.” 

“Interesting. Can you describe any part of the attack to us? Any 
details of what it was doing?” 

“Tt was hard to tell, it was really fast, but it looked like it was eating 
people. It got really massive before I left and began eating entire buildings, 
too. It was terrifying.” 

“Did you see anyone else involved? Specifically, anyone who looked 
vaguely like a black and white angel?” 

“T don’t think so, no.” 

“T see. Well, thank you for your time. We'll leave you alone now.” 

“Thank you.” 

The demon walked away, and the woman began taking notes on a 
clipboard. 

As Ryan and his siblings walked up to them, the man noticed them. 
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He got a surprised look on his face, then turned back to the woman, tapping 
her on the back. 

The woman rolled her eyes and looked at him. “What now?” 

The man pointed to Ryan and his siblings. “Look!” 

The woman sighed and looked over, then gasped. “Oh! Oh, crap! Oh 
god! What are... why are they... Oh god... It’s been... a long time since I saw 
a notapiian that’s not you. I... I thought we were all... gone...” 

Ryan was baffled. “A... what?” 

“Gosh, when would the last time be, anyways?” Continued the man. 

“Boy, lemme think.” the woman counted something in her head, 
tapping her pen on her clipboard. “About... seven... no, maybe eight million 
or so deaths ago, if my memory serves me right. Been a while since I last 
checked...” 

“Are you serious? God, that’s much longer than I thought...” 

Ellie glared at them. “Seven hundred... deaths ago?” 

Both of the scientists stopped for a second, like they were debating 
whether to say something or not. 

Finally, the woman spoke. “Uh... why don’t we introduce ourselves 
first? My name is Amelia Ragsdill, and this is my associate, Richard 
Floding. We’re the founders and leading members of the Multi- Universal 
Enigma Containment and Investigation Force. M.U.E.C.I.F for short. It’s 
nice to meet you.” 

Ellie was hesitant. “It’s uh... nice to meet you too?” 

“And what are your names?” 

“Uh... I’m Ellie, this is Albin, and this is Ryan. Now can you please 
explain a few things?” 

Richard and Amelia exchanged glances. 

“Well,” continued Amelia. “A lot of this is classified information we 
can’t tell you, but we can summarize our situation. We’re in a death loop, 
every time we die, we come back again in a different spot in the multiverse- 
or used to, anyways. We figured out the ‘random spot’ issue quite a while 
ago now.” 

“That’s... wild.” said Ryan. 

“Not as interesting or exciting as you think it is.” Richard sighed. “It 
gets a bit boring, actually.” 
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“Well, we’ve been like this for well over a trillion years now,” said 
Amelia. “Anything can get boring if you give it that long... Anyways, I was 
about to ask, why exactly are you three here?” 

“Why do you care?” said Ellie. 

Amelia laughed. “Well, a group of mortal kids, who are definitely too 
young to gamble, showing up in a casino located in a dying universe, is 
typically seen as an odd thing to happen. And we're all about odd things. 
Besides, it’s been forever since we’ve seen anything even remotely like a 
fellow notapiian, we’d love to learn more about you!” She clicked her pen. 
“Now, tell me everything.” 

Ryan, Ellie, and Albin glared at Amelia. 

“Uh, how about no?” said Ellie. 

“There has to be some bizarre reason you're here. Can’t you at least 
sum it up? We might be able to help you, it’s like, our whole job to stop 
weird things from happening to people.” 

Ryan considered this. On one hand, they could use the help. On the 
other hand, the only reason they were even over here in the first place was 
because they’d seen Amelia and Richard while looking for Claus. And he 
doubted two mortals like him could stop Neowise or Keshiel. 

“Uhh... well,” Ryan thought long and hard about how to summarize 
what had happened to them. Was that even possible? “Albin was being 
hunted by angels, so we fled to another universe, and long story short, 
Neowise is now loose in our universe...” 

A frown appeared on Amelia’s face. “Oh... Neowise, huh?” 

“Yeah...” 

“That ol bastard again... What universe are you guys from?” 

“K52L I think.” 

“Oh... I guess we really are the last then... never expected I’d see 
something as familiar as you, though.” 

“Me neither.” 

“Ah well, I... assumed as much, you are rather different looking from 
the average notapiian... lot more tawny, and I’m not sure where your 
receptors are supposed to be. Either way, I’m not too sure where K52L is, 
not familiar with it. We'll have to talk to Claus about it, see if he knows. 
He’s usually good for info the organization hasn’t gathered yet.” 
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Ryan looked around. “Well, good news, Claus is here... somewhere. 
We came here with him looking for someone.” 

“Good! Do you know where he is?” 

“Nope, no clue.” 

Amelia looked around and exhaled heavily. “Boy, we’ve got a lot of 
searching to do then...” 

“How many floors did this place have again?” asked Richard. 

Amelia took a crumpled piece of paper out of her pocket. She got an 
almost despaired look on her face as she did. “About forty. Ten above 
ground, thirty below.” 

“You know, it really sucks being somewhere like this when you don’t 
gamble.” 

“T agree...” mumbled Albin. 

“Well, I’m sure Claus will come looking for you three eventually. In 
the meantime, why don’t we find a seat somewhere? It’s not the best idea to 
be out in the open like this.” 

“Sounds good to me...” said Ellie. 

Richard led them away from the window and towards an empty booth 
near the bar. Amelia and Richard sat on one side of the booth, While Ryan 
and his siblings crammed into the other. The nearby demons gave them a 
few weird looks as they sat down. 

Ryan looked over at Albin, and noticed he looked visibly anxious. 

He gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Hey, don’t worry. We'll be 
out of here soon. I promise.” 

Albin just nodded and rested his head on the table. 

“Hey, this one has wings!” said Richard, pointing towards Albin. 

Amelia leaned over. “Oh hey, he does! What is he?” She took out her 
clipboard again. 

“Uhh... how is this important?” asked Ryan. 

“T’m just curious, that’s all. Don’t worry, we don’t judge. We’ve seen 
waaaay too much to do that, believe me.” 

Ryan looked back at Albin. “You ok with me telling them?” 

“Whatever.” muttered Albin. 

“He’s a nephil.” 

Amelia exchanged glances with Richard, who just shrugged his 
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shoulders in response, she then looked back at Ryan. “I’m... not too sure 
what that is.” 

“Part angel, part human.” 

“Oh! I see, a type of liminal being. Interesting... I don’t think I’ve ever 
seen his type before.” 

Albin turned away a little. “There’s a reason for that...” 

“What do you mean? Any sort of... Interference?” 

“What?” 

“Like, hold on.” She did something on her clipboard, and Ryan 
realized that rather than paper, it used a screen that somehow picked up 
the writing from her pen, and there was a black diamond shape on the back 
emanating a white glow. “Richard, do you have the picture?” 

Richard began digging through his pockets. “I think so, yeah. Ah, here 
it is!” He pulled out a small device that unfolded into a screen that had the 
same diamond on the back. He tapped it a few times, then a picture 
appeared. He showed Albin. “Have you seen anything like this?” 

The picture depicted an octahedron shaped object in a dimly lit room. 
It seemed to emit a strange purple glow, but it could’ve just been odd 
lighting. 

Albin leaned over and got a good look at it. “I don’t think so, no. What 
is that?” 

“That’s highly classified information.” Richard swiped at the screen, 
showing a different picture. “Now, have any of you seen someone who looks 
like this?” 

Albin squinted looking at the image Richard showed him. The image, 
though poor quality, depicted a man with a pair of wings, standing a ways 
away from the spot the picture was taken and facing away from the camera. 
They were blurry, but it was evident that something was very off about 
them. 

They appeared completely black and white even though their 
surroundings were fully coloured, and looked almost distorted somehow. 
Ryan couldn’t explain it, they didn’t look real. 

“The hell’s up with them?” asked Ellie. 

“We're not sure.” responded Amelia. “There’s been multiple sightings 
of whatever it is, and this is the only photo evidence we’ve gotten.” 
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“And... what is it, exactly? Or is that classified too?” 

“We don’t know much about that either, but it’s most commonly 
referred to the codename we've given it FL-MESSIAH. We can’t tell you 
anything else, but if you see it or get any info about it, contact us 
immediately, ok?” 

“Here, you'll need this.” Richard placed a business card on the table 
in front of them. On it was text that said: 


No story too bizarre, no distance too far. 

If you spot an anomaly in your area, report it to A_ULE.C.I.F 
(Hulti-Universal Enigma Containment and Investigation Force) 
immediately by dialing the number below on the nearest available 
telecommunications device: 


66 
(Don’t fret, the response is always fast, and the number will always be 
compatible. Anywhere, anytime, on anything.) 


“Here’s how you can contact us. Call anytime and you'll be able to get 
to us through there. Just ask to talk to us first and explain why you're 
calling.” said Richard. 

Ellie looked at the card, then glared at them. “That... isn’t a valid 
phone number.” 

Amelia laughed. “We get that all the time. We don’t really understand 
why it works ourselves, but you can dial it on just about anything with a 
speaker and a microphone and you'll be able to reach us. It just has to have 
a zero button and a hashtag. Doesn’t matter when or where you are.” 

“That’s very clearly a pound sign, but alright.” Ellie took the card and 
stuffed it in her pocket. 

“Ah, tomato tomato.” Richard shrugged. “You could also call it an 
octothorpe, which I personally think is the superior name for it.” 

Ellie scowled at him. “A what-a-thorpe?!” 

“That’s enough, Richard.” said Amelia, sounding ever so slightly 
annoyed. 
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“Anyways,” continued Richard. “is there any way we can help you kids 
out? We can’t really do much about Neowise on our own, we’d need to bring 
in the virulent level containment team in for that, but we might be able to 
help out in a few smaller ways.” 

“Also, if you don’t mind telling us, what exactly happened with the 
angels in your universe?” asked Amelia. 

“And before you ask, yes, this is necessary. We need it for our 
research. Research is very, very important. Lack of research leads to new 
diseases, like ‘I’m dumb and didn’t listen to smart people’ disease.” 

Everyone at the table stared at him- though, the look Amelia gave him 
looked significantly more tired than everyone else’s 

Not picking up on the social cue that what he was saying wasn’t 
particularly funny, he continued. “Don’t worry, I’m a scientist- ’m allowed 
to make that joke.” 

Amelia audibly groaned. “It’s not for research, Richard, it’s to 
determine if there’s an anomaly or not- we’ve been over this.” she turned 
back towards Ryan and his siblings. “Now, can you three please tell us 
before Richard here tries to be funny again? He’s trying to be a comedian or 
something these days, I swear.” 

“Well,” said Ryan. “They think he’s a sin or something.” 

“Oh. That’s a shame...” 

“You have no idea...” 

“Tm guessing you can’t go home because of all that?” 

“Something like that, yeah...” 

“You poor things, I hate seeing stigma like that...” Amelia smiled. 
“Well, on the bright side, if worst comes to worst, you guys could always 
stay with us for a bit. Well, not us, the others at M.U.E.C.I.F. We’re uh... not 
the safest to hang out around...” 

“Let’s just say trouble finds us...” said Richard. 

“Anyways, the others are really friendly people. You couldn’t find a 
safer group of people to be around. I don’t think Neowise could hurt you if 
you went back to our headquarters. It’s physically impossible for anything 
we consider dangerous to survive there, I doubt even he could endure the 
eradication procedure.” 

“That sounds nice,” said Ellie. “Where is it?” 
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“Tt’s—” 

There was a loud crashing noise coming from somewhere inside the 
casino, followed by an uproar. 

Within seconds, the entire room was filled with screams. An alert of 
sorts began going off on both Richard and Amelia’s devices. 

Albin looked around, scared. “What’s going on?!” 

“Shoot, this is bad.” said Amelia. “Quick! Everyone under the table!” 

Everyone crammed underneath the table and sat down on the floor 
and Amelia and Richard got as close to the wall as possible. 

Richard grabbed Ryan and pulled him onto his lap, trying to protect 
him further. His hands were noticeably very dry, almost like they were 
made out of stone. 

“P-please! What’s going on?!” repeated Albin. 

“Amelia, when was the last reported sighting of Virulent five Epibiont 
twelve?” asked Richard. 

“W-What? What’s tha—” 

Amelia did something on her clipboard. “Not in this fiber,” she 
flipped it around, showing Richard a complex map of a massive, flower-like 
shape with streams of light flowing through it that divided into smaller and 
smaller twisting streams, almost like a fractal. She applied some sort of 
filter and a large portion of it was highlighted pink. “Here’s the effected 
area,” she zoomed in towards an area on the map a little ways away from 
one of the glowing streams until a field of dots of various sizes was visible. 
One was flashing red. “And here’s the universe we’re in. The commotion 
must be something else.” 

“Right, and Virulent one Revenant two is currently in K52L at the 
moment, I’m not sure what this could be, Neowise and the as of unnamed 
epibiont are the only active Virulents.” said Richard. 

“Well, either way, it’s setting off a Virulent level alarm.” 

Albin was now crying with his face buried in his hands, clearly 
overwhelmed by the chaos. “I- I...” 

“Shh, it’s ok.” Amelia gently picked him up and set him in her lap. 
“We'll get you out of here safely once there’s an opening, ok?” 

Albin nodded. 

“God, I hope Leo’s alright...” said Ellie. “He must be terrified right 
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now. 

“I just hope Claus finds us again...” said Ryan. 

The table they were hiding under was ripped clean from the floor by 
an unseen force. 

“Oh no. Everyone stay calm!” shouted Amelia, standing up. “We'll get 
you three out of here, follow us!” 

Everyone got up, and Amelia hastily led them away from the chaos. 
As they ran, Ryan got a better look at what was going on. Something big 
was tearing it’s way through the casino, and while it was hard to fully see, it 
seemed to be grabbing people and eating them alive. It’s presence felt 
unnatural and unsettling- he would’ve been sure it was Neowise if it wasn’t 
for them being in K52L. 

They were nearly to the elevator, when the monster that was attacking 
the casino ran out in front of them. 

Amelia began to back away, but this only caught it’s attention sooner. 

With one swing of it’s arm, it briefly impaled her and sent her flying 
into a nearby wall. 

Ryan gasped and stepped back. He wanted to say something, but he 
was too scared to utter a word. 

Amelia carefully got up, bleeding an alarming amount. “Dammit... not 
already...” 

“What should I do?” asked Richard. 

Amelia dodged a swipe from the monster, which was now targeting 
her. “Go! Take them somewhere safer!” 

“Ok, come on!” Richard began trying to lead them away, but Ryan 
stayed where he was. 

“But what about you?!” shouted Ryan. “You can’t just stay here!” 

Amelia turned around, still clutching her chest. She managed a smile. 
“Tl be fine, don’t worry about me. This is nothing.” She made a peace sign 
with her free hand. “Now go on, get outta here! You've only got this life, 
don’t you dare waste it on me!” 

The monster lunged at Amelia and bit down on her, tearing her clean 
in half and eating her in only a few bites. 

“Ryan! Dammit! Come on!” shouted Ellie. 

Ryan snapped himself out of his shock and followed Ellie and the 
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others. 

As he ran, he took one final look over his shoulder at what was left of 
Amelia. He noticed an odd blacklight-like effect around her, and before he 
could process it any further, there was a bright flash, and Amelia’s corpse 
was gone without a trace. 

He decided not to question it, and focused on following the others. 

As they ran, a massive demon leapt up on a nearby table, so big its 
horns scraped the ceiling above it. Before anyone could do anything, it 
grabbed Ellie and took off into the casino. 

“ELLIE!” Hollered Albin. 

“Damnit! Change of plan!” shouted Richard. “You two find 
somewhere to hide, I’ll get her back! Go!” 

“What?! No! I’m not leaving her!” yelled Ryan, who was already 
running in the general direction the demon went. 

“No! Stop! You'll get yourself killed!” 

“Shut up!” 

“You stupid kid! You—” Richard looked around. “Oh where the hell 
did the other one go?!” 

Ryan ignored Richard and kept running. The demon that took off 
with Ellie was already nowhere in sight, and the casino was now so filled 
with smoke, fire and chaos that it was near impossible to see where he was 
going, but that wouldn’t stop him. 

Richard was still hot on Ryan’s heels, now sounding audibly out of 
breath. “Dammit! You have to stop! What part of ‘you will die’ don’t you 
get?!” 

Ryan glanced over his shoulder. “I get it, I just don’t care!” 

“For god’s—” Richard was cut off as a large blur that Ryan could only 
assume was the monster rushed by, leaving nothing in it’s wake. 

Ryan continued running, and there was a bright flash from behind 
him. He kept reminding himself that Richard and Amelia had apparently 
been through this many, many times before, but it didn’t make it any less 
alarming. 

He found himself at the other side of the casino, with still no sign of 
Ellie anywhere. He stopped to catch his breath, then turned around. There 
was no sign of Albin either. 
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Ryan leaned against the wall. “Shit...” 

It was another classic case of him forgetting to look before he leapt, 
and boy did he ever pay the price for it this time. Or at least, he thought he 
did. 

He felt someone gently tap him on the shoulder. He looked over and 
saw Claus, who looked concerned. 

“Hey, what happened? Where’d everyone else go?” 

Ryan caught his breath a little more. “I lost them.” 

“You lost them?” Claus looked around. “Oh geez, looks like you did. 
What happened?” 

“Something attacked, a demon took Ellie, and I lost track of Albin 
while chasing her.” 

“What’d the demon look like?” 

“Tt was big.” 

Claus scowled. “You'll have to give me more information than that.” 

“No, like, very big. Biggest one I saw. I didn’t get anything else about 
it, sorry.” 

Claus looked frustrated. “Well, at least I know what your sister looks 
like. Follow me and stay close.” 

Claus led Ryan back through the crowd, which looked noticeably 
scared of Claus as they walked by. Ryan was starting to get the idea that 
whatever Claus was, he was something much more powerful than your 
average demon or angel. 

There was no sign of Ellie or Albin, but Claus seemed to spot 
something else. 

After Claus shoved his way past a few people, Ryan noticed what 
Claus had seen. A demon with Leo’s bag around their shoulder. It was with 
a few other demons, and in the process of shoving a bunch of goods into a 
different bag. 

Claus ran up to them and grabbed them by the neck. 

“What did you do with him?” hollered Claus. 

The demon made a few pained coughing noises and Claus loosened 
his grip a bit. He then repeated himself. “What did you do with my angel?” 

“He opened one of those portal thingies and ran off before I- we could 
rob- I mean help him more! Lemme go!” 
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Claus slammed the demon face first into a nearby table so hard it 
momentarily silenced the room around them, and took Leo’s bag back. 

He checked Leo’s bag. Some of the items inside were gate keys, so 
Claus took a look at them. 

“If I remember correctly,” he said, holding one of the keys. “Leo had 
keys to BG54B, ICEX3048W, your universe, and my office on him. Those 
are the most recent places we’ve been. ICEX3048W is missing, so that 
must’ve been where he went. Thankfully, I always keep blank keys on me.” 

Claus took a key out of his pocket, sent what looked like a few sparks 
through it then handed it to Ryan. 

“You want me to get him?” he said resentfully. 

“Tt’s not a dangerous universe. Nobody should be there besides Leo. 
It’s just an empty E class universe, nothing too special.” 

“And why can’t you come with us?” 

Claus cracked his knuckles and smiled. “I’ve got to talk to the man 
downstairs first. And help evacuate folks too, of course.” 

“Oh.” 

Claus gathered the rest of Leo’s things, and they continued their 
search for Ryan’s siblings. 

Ryan found himself starting to worry. He saw first hand how long 
Amelia and Richard survived in the chaos, who’s to say Ellie and Albin 
could survive much longer? Besides, that monster looked pretty serious... 
and familiar. It couldn’t of been him... right? Did he... follow them? 

They came to a massive pile of chairs and tables that’d been cleared- 
or broken. The monster was now in the process of fighting a few 
M.U.E.C.I.F members- one notably being Katnyd. He still wasn’t sure if the 
monster was really who he thought it was, but at this point he hardly cared, 
he just wanted to leave alive. 

Claus looked shocked. “Geez, it’s... a lot more serious here than I 
thought. I’m sorry but we might have to leave early.” 

“What?! We can’t just leave Ellie and Albin here to die!” 

“T know, but... there’s a fair chance they’re already gone. We'll look a 
little longer, but I can’t risk your life- and mine, for someone who only 
might be alive.” 

Ryan prayed his siblings were ok. “Alright...” 
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They were about to check somewhere else, when Claus noticed 
something under the rubble. “Wait, I might’ve found one of them.” 

They walked up to the rubble, and Claus pulled something- or rather, 
someone out. It was Ellie, and even though she looked rather bruised up, 
she seemed fine. 

“Ellie! There you are!” Ryan ran up to her and hugged her. “What 
happened?” 

There was another loud crash as the fighting nearby escalated. 

Claus nudged them in his direction. “You’d better have this 
conversation somewhere else.” 

Ellie and Ryan followed Claus away from the fight. 

As they began their search for Albin, Ellie began to speak. “I can’t 
remember much, there was too much going on. I think something grabbed 
me, and next thing I knew, I was being thrown into a pile and buried in 
clutter...” 

“Are you ok?” asked Ryan. 

“T think so, just a little sore... god, I hope I can rest after this...” 

“T know what you mean...” 

“First Neowise, then this crap- which might also be Neowise. I’m so 
tired... of him, especially.” 

“Same here...” 

“Any idea where Albin went?” asked Claus 

“Knowing him, he probably ran off and hid somewhere.” said Ryan. 

“Hopefully not too well.” he looked around. “I don’t want to leave 
poor Leo waiting for too long. With the universe delay who knows how long 
he could be there... besides, I don’t want Albin getting hurt in all this...” 

“Hey, I think I see him!” said Ellie, pointing somewhere behind them. 

Ryan and Claus looked over. There was a fallen angel hiding in a 
corner holding Albin. They looked like they were talking to people. 

Claus sped over, shoving his way through the crowd. Ellie and Ryan 
tried their best to keep up. 

Surprisingly, when the fallen angel saw Claus, they smiled. “Oh thank 
god, finally, somebody reasonable. Do you know who’s kid this is?” 

Claus let out a sigh of relief. “Yes, and I can take him back. I came 
looking for him.” 
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“Oh good. Geez man I swear, this place gets worse and worse every 
day. I mean, come on, what type of dumb prick brings their kid to a casino, 
let alone this one?!” they gently handed Albin over. “Get him home safely 
now, ok?” 

Claus took Albin and carried him. “I will, don’t worry.” 

Albin held onto Claus tightly. He looked absolutely terrified and was 
crying quite heavily, but didn’t seem too hurt. If Ryan had to guess, he was 
just shaken up by all the fighting and chaos. He never did that well with big 
crowds and strangers, let alone loud ones. 

There was a massive crowd in front of the elevator trying to cram into 
it, and the stairs didn’t look much better, the door leading into them being 
rather small. So instead, Claus found a corner to hide in behind some 
rubble. 

Claus carefully put Albin down. “You alright?” he asked softly. 

Albin didn’t respond, and instead leaned into Claus and continued to 
cry. 

He put his arm around Albin and gently rubbed his head. “Hey, it’s 
alright. We’re almost out of here.” 

Ellie looked around. “Where’s Leo? I thought we came here for him.” 

“He’s in universe ICEX3048W. You three will have to get him for me, 
I have a few things to do here still, but Leo couldn’t have picked a safer 
universe to run to. There’s nobody there, and it’s rather open. You should 
be able to find him very quickly.” 

Albin whimpered a little. 

“T should also add, it’s very quiet, and absolutely nothing like this 
place.” He passed Ryan the key. 

“You want us to just... go?” asked Ryan. “What about you?” 

“Tl meet up with you back at my place later, I have a lot of work to do 
here still. Besides, there’s no way in hell you'll be getting back downstairs.” 
he patted Ryan on the shoulder. “After all this is settled, Pll try my best to 
figure out the Neowise situation, ok?” 

“Thank you!” 

“Now, I'll see you three later!” he got up and walked off somewhere, 
supposedly to help in some way. 

Ellie felt the back of her head, probably sore. “What a mess...” 
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Albin sniffled. 

“Do you think those two know eachother?” said Ryan. 

“What, Claus and Devin?” asked Ellie. 

“Yeah, they seemed a little... I don’t know, familiar with eachother.” 

“Beats me, they definitely don’t like eachother, though...” 

There was a loud roar followed by a rumble as the monster ran 
through the casino. It was getting noticeably louder. 

Ellie jumped. “O-oh. We should uh...” 

“Y-yeah, I u-uh... agree.” Ryan opened the gate. 

Without looking back, they helped Albin up and went through, 
leaving the chaos of the casino far, far behind them. 
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CHAPTER 11 


Only a second later, they were in the other universe. Ryan wasn’t 
quite sure what he expected from a universe with “ICE” in its name, but a 
dead, sandy wasteland sure wasn’t it. Either way, the quiet was more than a 
relief. 

They were standing in the middle of what looked to be a forest of dead 
trees. A gentle wind blew by, sending small clouds of copper coloured sand 
through the air. Contrary to the universe’s name, there was a searing heat, 
almost like the sun was beaming down on them. 

Judging by where the source of light was coming from, it had to be 
sometime during the morning. The red sky was cloudless and foreboding, 


and there was a distinct red haze in the air, a haze of some unknown gas 
Ryan was very thankful to not be potentially dying to. The world’s charms 
were proving to be a lot more effective than he thought they'd be. 

Ellie closed the gate behind them and looked around. “Not the most 
inviting place...” 

“A-anything’s better th-than the casino...” said Albin quietly, still very 
shaken up. 

Ryan sat down on a small nearby rock. “Do you think that was... 
actually him?” 

Ellie sat down next to him. “I don’t know, I thought he was still back 
at home...” 

“Same here... maybe he followed us somehow?” 

“T doubt it...” 

Albin was about to say something when spotted something and fell 
backwards. 

He pointed to something directly above them. “Guys. H-holy shit. 
Look up.” 

Ryan and Ellie looked up and physically recoiled at what they saw. 

Above them was a second mass of land, floating in place. Weird, tall 
buildings completely covered it and were facing downwards towards them 
like icicles made of glass. Though they were far away, the buildings looked 
vaguely similar to the ones they were used to back in Uniacke, but much 
taller and shiny, almost like they were made of mirrors. 

It felt as if at any moment, the city above them could come crashing 
down on them and kill them all. Just looking up at it made Ryan feel funny. 

“What the hell?!” Ellie got up. 

“I... [don’t know.” Ryan got up as well. “What am I even looking at?” 

“Tm... not sure,” said Albin. “I think... it’s a city?” 

“But why would it be upside down?!” Ellie stepped back a little as she 
looked up at it. “Isn’t that a little... I don’t know... dangerous...?” 

Albin looked back at her. “Wait, didn’t Claus say this is an E Class 
universe?” 

“T think? Ryan, what does the key say again?” 

Ryan took the key out of his pocket. “ICEX3048W. Yep, it’s an E 
class.” 
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“That’s absolutely the structures they’re talking about.” 

Albin shuddered a little. “Eeuugh, I still really don’t like it. Let’s find 
Leo and get outta here...” 

Ryan looked around. The forest around him was thin, but it’d still 
make it harder to find Leo; they could be hiding behind just about any tree. 

Thankfully, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a large rock poking 
up from the sand. 

He pointed to it. “Why don’t we start looking up there? It should at 
least give us an idea of where he is.” 

“Sounds good to me.” said Ellie. 

“Anything to leave here quicker...” grumbled Albin. 

They made their way over to the rock. As they walked, Ryan noticed a 
deep whistle, echoing all around them, coming mostly from above. He 
looked up, and noticed a gentle breeze blowing by. It must’ve been much 
stronger higher up, and creating that sound by blowing through the city 
above. 

They stopped at the base of the rock. It was steep and smooth, but it’d 
be possible to walk up if they tried hard enough. 

Albin looked up at it and sighed. “I’m not looking forward to walking 
up that thing.” 

“Quit whining, you big baby!” Ellie began to run up the rock. 

Albin just rolled his eyes. 

As Ryan followed the two up the rock, he noticed the wind was 
picking up the higher up he got. He must’ve been right about the wind 
before. It scared him to think how fast the wind must’ve been in the city. 

Ellie finally reached the top and collapsed. “WHEW!” She took a few 
quick breaths, then sat up and began to speak again. “God... that’s hard on 
the legs...” 

Albin reached the top and sat down beside her. “Maybe you 
shouldn’t’ve ran up, then.” 

“Shut up Albin!” 

Ryan sat down next to them and caught his breath a little. He looked 
around at the landscape below them. 

Now that he was higher up, he could see some much larger rocks in 
the distance, poking up from the sand. All the rocks were smooth, like 
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they’d been shaped by eons of wind and rain. There were forests of dead 
trees scattered everywhere, as far as the eye could see. The city above faded 
off into the sky, obscured by the red fog-like haze. 

Behind him, Ryan could see where the city above collided with the 
ground somewhere in the distance. Some of the taller buildings touched the 
ground nearby, and bits of the land above looked cracked or were broken 
off, forming small floating islands. 

It looked like they were in a space in between two land masses that’d 
collided with one another. Ryan was very thankful that for whatever reason, 
gravity wasn’t causing the two landmasses to fully collide. 

“Do you see Leo?” asked Albin. 

“No, no sign of him.” Ryan looked around some more, and spotted a 
small trail of footprints leading off into the woods. “Actually, wait, I think I 
know where he went!” 

“Where?” 

Ryan pointed to the trail of footprints. “Over there, look!” 

“Great!” Albin got up. “Let’s go get him.” 

Albin slid down the rock in the direction of the footprints. 

“Geez, someone’s in a hurry...” muttered Ellie. 

“T think he’s just anxious to get out of here, come on!” 

Ryan helped Ellie up, then the two of them slid down and followed 
Albin. 

When they got back to the bottom, Albin was already following Leo’s 
footprints into the forest. 

“Hey, wait up!” Ryan ran up to him. 

Ellie groaned. “Why do you have to run everywhere?!” 

“Says the one who ran up that rock.” 

“Forget it!” 

They followed the footprints. As they did, Ryan noticed the footprints 
looked rather spaced out, Leo must’ve ran to wherever he was going. He 
just hoped wherever Leo was now, he’d stopped to rest somewhere, and 
wasn’t still running. There were only so many places with sand on the 
ground, and he wasn’t sure how they'd be able to find him if he flew off 
somewhere. 

Eventually, the footprints led to the base of another, larger rock. It 
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was So big, the tip of a massive skyscraper touched the top of the rock. Ryan 
noticed a window that’d been kicked open on one of the top floors of the 
skyscraper. 

He sighed. Leo must’ve flown up and into it, and he didn’t have a way 
to follow him. Unless...? 

Ryan grabbed a stick and began making his way to the top of the rock. 

“Where are you going?” asked Ellie. 

“Up there.” Ryan pointed to the open window. 

“You're insane, you can’t get in there!” 

“Yes I can. Follow me! I need that rope you packed.” 

“What?! What are you trying to do?!” 

Ryan briefly stopped and looked back at her. “I’m gonna tie it around 
this stick then throw it through that window, see if I can’t climb up to it that 
way.” 

“There’s no way in hell that’ll get a good enough grip on anything, 
you re just gonna fall.” 

“Worth a shot?” 

“No, it’s absolutely not. But if you're set on it, I wouldn’t mind 
watching you be stupid and hurt yourself. That’d be pretty funny.” 

Ryan rolled his eyes at her and continued up the rock. 

“Oh fine, here!” Ellie dug through her bag and took out the rope. “At 
least take the rope from me! I am not climbing up another rock!” 

“Fine, hold on.” He slid back down the rock and took the rope from 
Ellie. He then turned to Albin, who was looking up nervously at the city 
above them. “You coming?” 

Albin snapped out of it. “Yeah- don’t worry- I am.” 

“Alright, come on!” 

They made their way up the rock. It was a long and tedious hike to the 
top, and when they made it to the tip of the skyscraper, the wind was 
blowing noticeably stronger. 

Albin and Ryan sat down to catch their breath. 

“Gosh, what a hike...” said Albin. 

“Yeah, and I’m in for way worse...” said Ryan, eyeing the building 
above him. 

“Are you sure you wanna go up there?” 
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“Well, we have to get Leo back somehow.” 

“Yeah but like, can’t we just go back and tell Claus he went 
somewhere we can’t get him?” 

Ryan thought this over. Claus could probably get Leo down from 
there and save them a lot of potential hurt, but going to get him would 
involve returning back to his office and waiting for him. 

With the universe delay, poor Leo could end up waiting for hours, 
alone and with no way home. He felt horrible just thinking about it. 

“We can’t.” said Ryan. “Claus keeps mentioning a universe delay. I’m 
not too sure what that means, but Leo could be waiting here for hours if we 
leave now.” 

Albin got up. “Well, if you're set on it...” 

Ryan began tying the rope around the stick he found. It was a good 
sized stick, and curiously enough, even though it was clearly from a tree, its 
material didn’t feel like wood in the slightest. It had the distinct weight and 
feel of concrete. He wondered if all the trees here were like that, it could’ve 
been some odd quirk the universe’s vegetation had. 

Either way, he trusted a branch made of concrete much more than an 
ordinary branch. Now the tricky part was making sure nobody got hit if it 
came back down. 

He stood up and prepared to throw it. “Alright, look out.” 

He swung it around, then let go of it, sending it flying towards the 
window. It travelled an alarming distance, but ended up missing the 
window. He instinctively backed up, waiting for the branch to come 
crashing back down. 

But it never did. 

The branch stayed floating in the air, almost as if it was caught in 
something else’s gravity. Ryan stared at it, puzzled. 

“The hell?!” exclaimed Albin. 

“That’s weird...” 

Ryan cautiously let go of the rope. It began to fall upwards, as if it was 
caught by a completely different gravitational force. He quickly grabbed it, 
then tugged it, causing the branch to come back down. 

He picked up the branch, and looked up at the window, scratching his 
head. 
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Albin looked at the branch in Ryan’s hands, then back at the city. 
“Well, this makes things a lot more complicated...” 

“Yeah... Any ideas?” 

Albin thought about it, then began to back up. “I think so... Just catch 
me if I fall, ok?” 

“Wait, what?” 

Albin ran and then jumped, getting caught in the other gravity, and 
then crashed into the roof of the building above them. 

He stayed where he was for a second, wincing in pain, then groaned. 

“You ok?” shouted Ryan. 

“T think I scraped my knee...” he carefully got up. “?'m gonna be 
covered in bruises tomorrow, I just know it...” 

“Think I could make the jump?” 

“Yeah, just be careful. Brace yourself better than I did, you’re gonna 
hit the ground hard.” 

“Alright.” 

Ryan backed up, then ran as fast as he could. He leapt up into the air, 
then felt the odd sensation of being caught in the other place’s gravity. 

He then came to the alarming realization that he was going to land 
face first into the roof of the building. He braced himself the best he could 
and threw his arms out in front of him. He felt his hands hit the ground, 
and fell over. 

Then felt his heart skip a beat as he began to fall off the building. 

“RYAN!” Albin ran over and grabbed Ryan, pulling him back to safety 
so fast it made his head spin. “Oh my god!” 

Ryan caught his breath, trying to process what just happened. 

Albin sat down again. “That was too close...” 

He got up and sat down next to him. “No kidding...” 

They sat there for a little while longer, trying their best to calm down 
after what just happened. 

Ryan felt his pocket, and realized that something was missing. 
“Shoot.” 

“What is it?” 

“T think something fell out of my pocket when I did that.” 

“Oh no, it... wasn’t a gate key, was it?” 
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“God, I really hope not.” He reached inside his pocket, and pulled out 
one singular gate key. The key to the universe they were currently in. 
“Shit...” 

“Please tell me that doesn’t mean what I think it does.” 

“T think we’re sitting ducks until we get that back...” 

“Dammit!” cried Albin. “No!” 

Ryan walked over to the edge and peered over. It was a very long way 
down, so much so he found himself getting nervous and had to step back. 
“Don’t worry, I think we could get it back. Just have to walk down a lot of 
stairs.” 

Albin groaned. “Can’t wait...” 

Ryan sat down next to Albin. “Why don’t we take a little break first?” 

“Sounds great to me.” 

They sat there, quietly catching their breath. 

As they sat there, Albin seemed to notice something. “Hey, do you 
hear that?” 

Ryan listened, but heard nothing. “What, the wind?” 

“No, it’s like... I don’t know... it’s...” 

Ryan heard a faint sound, growing louder and louder. “Hey, I think I 
do hear it! What is that?” 

“T dunno.” 

The sound grew louder and louder, until it seemed to surround them. 
It was like some bizarre, echoing elegia that came from nowhere in 
particular. 

Ryan recognized it immediately. “Hey! It’s a sky song!” 

“Those happen here?!” 

“Apparently so! Wow... I thought that was only a thing in our 
universe...” 

“They’re good luck back at home, I wonder if they still are here?” 

Ryan chuckled a little. “I hope so. God, I could use some luck...” 

Albin laughed, and they went back to quietly listening to the sky song. 

Nobody was sure what exactly the sky songs were, they happened so 
rarely and unpredictably that it was impossible to properly study them. 
However, even though they were rare, they’d been consistently heard 
throughout all of Vesta’s history, even before The Blinding. 
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The last one was only a few weeks ago, and it’d been the first one in 
over two hundred years, but it happened so late at night that Ryan slept 
straight through it. He thought he’d missed his only chance to ever hear 
one, so this was a very pleasant surprise. 

It sounded vaguely like a song you’d hear on the radio, which earned 
them their name. But sky songs were still absolutely no Vestian song. They 
echoed off reality itself, creating a haunting, yet sometimes beautiful sound. 

There were no distinguishable instruments, lyrics, or anything, which 
led many scientists to believe something natural caused them. But due to 
their nature, it was impossible to tell anything else about them. 

Ryan then remembered a peculiar trait he’d heard about them; their 
ability to tamper with radio broadcasts and create a ‘clearer’ sound that 
resembled a song slightly more. 

He quickly took out his radio and turned it on. It picked up 96.5 
flawlessly at first, but he soon noticed a button that said “Nearest signal” 
and pressed it. After a few weird glitchy noises, the radio began to pick up 
the sky song instead. 

Just as it did, the song began to fade away. 

“Dammit!” shouted Ryan. 

“What?” said Albin. 

“T just missed it, that’s what!” 

“Don’t worry, I’m sure someone recorded the effect it had on the 
radios last time.” 

“I wanted to hear it myself!” he groaned. “Great, now I have to wait 
another five hundred years to try it out...” 

Albin got a concerned look on his face, then looked over at Ryan’s 
radio. “Uh... what’s it picking up now?” 

Ryan looked at it, and noticed it was slowly beginning to pick up a 
signal from somewhere. “The nearest one, I think.” 

He pressed the button again. The radio made a few bizarre noises, 
and a broadcast came through, clear as day. 

There was a series of beeps, then a robotic sounding voice began to 
speak as an alarm wailed in the background. “AS OF: UNKNOWN DATE, 
UNKNOWN TIME; AN EMERGENCY ALERT HAS BEEN ISSUED FOR: 
ALL KNOWN REGIONS. MAJOR COLLISION EVENT IS IMMINENT. 
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WITHIN THE COMING HOURS, SPACE AND TIME MAY BECOME 
UNPREDICTABLE. ALL CITIZENS ARE ADVISED TO FIND THE 
NEAREST AVAILABLE SHELTER OR GET TO THE SAFEST SPOT 
AVAILABLE. THE NATURE OF THIS THREAT IS STILL BEING 
INVESTIGATED, AND THE LEVEL OF DANGER IS UNKNOWN. TO 
ENSURE YOUR SAFETY, PREPARE FOR THE WORST CASE SCENARIO. 
THIS MESSAGE WILL REPEAT INDEFINITELY UNTIL THE THREAT 
HAS PASSED, OR IT CANNOT REPEAT ANY FURTHER.” 

There was another series of beeps, then the message played again. 

Albin and Ryan stared at the radio in horror. 

Finally, Albin spoke. “T-That’s not now, is it?” 

“T don’t know... what should we do?” 

Albin stood up and looked around. “I... don’t see anything happening 
right now but, I don’t know- it could be coming towards here or something. 
We should get Leo and leave as soon as possible.” 

“T agree...” 

They looked for a door, and headed down into the building. 

The inside of the building was dark, but Ryan could make out his 
surroundings thanks to light seeping in through the nearby windows. There 
were rows of cubicles, scattered papers, and various other things strewn 
about. 

Oddly enough, Ryan also noticed an abundance of shattered glass on 
the floor. None of the windows were broken, but the glass seemed to be just 
about everywhere. He couldn’t think of a single thing it could’ve come from. 

He looked around and noticed various potted plants made of glass. 
Ah, that must’ve been what the glass was from. Someone must’ve knocked 
one over while evacuating. What an odd choice of decor... 

“Leo?” called Albin. 

His voice echoed through the empty building. There was no response 
besides the ominous whistle of the wind outside. 

He heard Albin mutter what sounded to be several swears under his 
breath. “Dammit. He better be in here somewhere. I didn’t bruise myself up 
for nothing!” He called for him again. “LEO!” 

There was still no response. 

“He might be a floor or two down.” said Ryan. “We should keep 
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looking.” 

“But we don’t know how far down he could be!” Albin looked around, 
tense. “This entire place could come down on us any minute from now, and 
I don’t wanna be here when that happens!” 

“Relax, if something bad was about to happen, we’d hear it coming. 
I’m sure a ‘major collision event’ would be pretty loud. Besides, I doubt Leo 
has gone far.” 

“T just want to go home already...” 

They found a flight of stairs and headed downwards. 

The next floor wasn’t too different from the last one, having both the 
empty cubicles, odd glass plants, and shattered glass covering the floor. 
There was still no sign of Leo. 

They headed down several more flights of stairs, getting similar 
results every time. It wasn’t until the fifth or so floor that they found 
anything different. 

The fifth floor down was just as dark as the rest, but one major 
difference involved the pieces of glass on the floor. Near the stairs, there 
were several large chunks of glass together. 

Ryan could’ve sworn they were in a certain order, almost forming the 
shape of... a person, but that had to be a coincidence. 

Albin looked at it, then groaned. “You know, can I just say I really 
don’t like this?” 

“Yeah I... can’t blame you.” 

“Something weird’s going on here, I just know it.” 

“Well, it’s an E class universe. Weird is like, the whole point of them I 
think.” 

Albin gave the glass another concerned look, then turned back to 
Ryan. “I don’t know Ryan, I don’t think all of this is E class anymore...” 

“Hold on, lemme check what this place was classed as again...” 

He took out the gate key, then took out the crumpled guide in his 
pocket. He quickly read through it. 

“Ok, so it is E class. And it’s also I, which means it’s... I don’t know, 
flat?” 

Albin scowled. “This... isn’t really flat.” 

“Yeah that’s... ah ’m sure they have a reason for classing it that way. 
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It’s also C which means...” he flipped through his guide again. “Fused with 
another universe.” 

“They said something about a ‘collision event’ on the radio, you don’t 
think...” 

“Hey, let’s not jump to conclusions quite yet. It’s also X class, which 
means some things are unknown about it.” 

“And the letter at the end?” 

“Lemme check.” he looked through the guide until he found W. “Oh! 
It’s W, which means...” he felt his heart sink as he read what it meant. 

“Means what?” 

“Used to have life.” 

A look of despair appeared on Albin’s face. “Oh. No.” 

“_..At least we’re alone?” 

“That does not help!” He looked back at the glass on the floor. 
“Dammit Ryan! That could’ve been a person for all we know, what if that 
happens to us?! What if—” 

“Calm down! We’re ok!” 

“Are we though?!” 

“Yes! Settle down! Claus wouldn’t’ve sent us here if it wasn’t safe!” 

“What if it isn’t anymore?! What if it’s changed?! You saw what 
happened last time when he said that!” 

“Then we're wasting time!” Ryan walked further into the room, then 
called for Leo. “Leo! Are you there?” 

No response. 

“How do we know he’s even in here?!” 

“Relax, we'll find out.” 

Albin nervously followed Ryan down the next flight of stairs. 

When they reached the next floor, they noticed there was significantly 
less glass on the ground. Ryan wasn’t sure if he felt calmer or not seeing its 
absence. 

Ryan also noticed something else. The faint sound of talking 
somewhere in the room. It was so faint, he couldn’t make out what was 
being said, but it sounded very much like Leo’s voice. 

He called for them. “Leo?” 

The talking stopped, and then they heard Leo respond, clear as day. 


211 


“Ryan? Is that you?” 

“Yeah! It’s me! Where are you?” 

“Over here!” 

They followed Leo’s voice. Ryan wondered who Leo could possibly be 
talking to. It didn’t look like anyone else was around. Were they talking to 
themself? 

As they walked down a row of cubicles, out of nowhere, Ryan heard 
Albin scream the loudest he’d heard him do so in years. 

Startled, he spun around to see what had happened, and caught Albin 
just as he backed up into him. 

“Settle down! What is it?!” he shouted, shoving Albin away from him. 

Albin pointed at something in one of the cubicles. “Look!” 

Ryan walked over, and jolted back in fear as soon as he saw it. Sitting 
at the desk, was a person- or at least, some sort of bipedal creature, who’d 
been fully vitrified. They were frozen in place typing at a dusty old 
computer, nothing more than a glass statue, as if whatever made them that 
way happened in an instant. 

“Oh my god...” he backed away a little, his hand over his mouth. 

Leo came running to them. “What happened?! Are you guys ok?” 

“Yeah but...” 

Leo walked in front of Ryan and looked inside the cubicle. “Oh, that?” 

“Yeah... that...” 

“That’s... not gonna happen to us, r-right?” asked Albin nervously. 

Leo laughed a little. “Nah you're fine. They’ve been like that ever since 
their universe collided with that other one a couple thousand years ago. The 
sudden change in how reality works turned them that way. It’s no problem 
for an object to suddenly change what reality it’s made of, but a living 
being? Nnnot so much.” he smiled. “And that’s why wearing a world’s 
charm is so important for a mortal like you.” 

Albin relaxed a little. “Oh...” 

Ryan noticed Leo’s vest was covered in tears and claw marks, and that 
Leo himself had several small wounds. He knelt down by him. “Hey, are 
you ok?” 

Leo gave him a confused look. “Huh?” 

“You're hurt, what happened?” 
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Leo looked down at his scratch marks. “Oh, those demons at the 
casino tried to kill me, that’s all. The entire place descended into chaos, and 
a few of them chased me here. They took my key with them when they 
headed back. What are you guys doing here?” 

“Claus sent us looking for you. He has your things, don’t worry. Are 
you ok?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Hey, did you hear that earlier?” 

“Hear what, the sky song?” 

Leo scowled at him. “The what? ...You mean ‘origin echo’, right?” 

“Uhh... sure? What, do you know anything about them?” 

“A few things, yeah. I remember a few things about them. One, they’re 
called origin echoes because it’s a common belief that they’re some sort of 
remnant from the creation of the multiverse. Two, they’re on the 
electromagnetic spectrum somehow, but break the laws of almost every 
universe they travel through, making them audible. And three, whatever 
they are, they’re of unnatural origin.” 

“How's that even possible? I thought they were only a thing back 
home!” 

“They’re a thing everywhere, and becoming increasingly common. 
Anyways, where I come from, they’re considered an omen of sorts. I know 
it’s just a coincidence now, but we always thought they indicated some 
major event or change on the horizon. Like a flood or something like that.” 

“That’s odd,” said Albin. “They’re good luck in our universe...” 

“Well, things vary across cultures. This was bound to happen. Really, 
the echoes aren’t really related to anything. We’re not even sure what they 
are in the first place. They’re just... there.” 

“Geez... well, I hope whatever’s on the horizon is good, and not 
anything absolutely horrible. We’ve had enough happen already...” 

Leo leaned against a nearby cubicle. “Alright, now how about we head 
back? I’m getting pretty bored of this place.” 

Ryan gave him an awkward look. “Uh... well... funny story...” 

“Go on.” 

“T nearly fell to my death and lost the key back to Claus’s office.” 

Leo frowned. “Oh...” 

“Don’t worry, I think I know where it is. It should be on the ground 
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below somewhere.” 

“That’s... a problem.” 

“Why?” 

“You've heard the wind, right?” 

“Oh no...” 

“It’s... extremely strong down there.” 

Ryan glanced towards the windows. “Well, we don’t have anything 
better to do. Worth it just to check?” 

“T guess so... doubt you'll find it though. Hope youre prepared to stay 
here for a few hours.” 

Albin crossed his arms. “Great.” 

Leo got a concerned look on his face, and looked around. “Where’s 
Ellie?” 

Ryan laughed a little. He’d almost completely forgotten about her. 
“Oh, she’s back on the ground, waiting for us. She was too tired to climb up 
here.” 

“.. Should we go back and tell her it might be a while?” 

“Nah, she'll be fine.” 

Leo shrugged. “Alright.” 

He began walking towards an elevator. 

“Are you sure that'll work?” asked Ryan. 

“T know what I’m doing!” snapped Leo. 

Leo began to press the button over and over again. 

“Leo, there’s no power, I don’t think it’ll work.” 

“T said, I know what I’m doing!” 

Leo began to try and pry open the doors, and much to everyone’s 
alarm, they started to open a little. 

“Here, let me help.” Albin helped Leo pry open the doors a little more. 

Ryan sighed. Even he knew this was a bad idea. Nevertheless, he 
decided to help too. 

After a significant amount of effort, the door was open, revealing the 
deep shaft below. It was completely dark. Intimidated, Albin backed away a 
little. 

“So... what exactly are you trying to accomplish here...?” asked Ryan. 

Leo leaned into the shaft a little, peering down into the darkness. “I’m 
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trying to see how tall this building is before we destroy our legs on the 
stairs, that’s what” 

Ryan took out his flashlight and handed it to Leo. “Here, use this.” 

Leo took it and shone it down into the darkness. Much to their 
surprise, the elevator was only a few floors below them- but it was still too 
far down to reasonably jump to. If they tried, they’d surely break a few 
bones. 

He turned off the flashlight and handed it back to Ryan. “Hm. Well, 
so much for that.” 

“How far down is it?” asked Albin. 

“T don’t know, the elevator is right here.” Leo walked over to the 
window and looked down. “If I had to guess, we’ve got about a hundred or 
so floors before we reach the bottom.” he sighed. “That’s like ten kilometers 
of stairs...” 

Albin gave him a confused look. “What’s a kilometer?” 

“Forget it! Let’s just go!” Leo stormed his way over to the stairs. 

They passed countless floors, the wind subtly getting louder and more 
threatening the further they went down. 

Ryan was beginning to get worried. If the wind was that loud, and 
they still weren’t anywhere near the bottom, then how strong was it down 
there? 

About fifty or so floors down, they stopped for a short break. They sat 
down on the steps to catch their breath. As soon as they did, Leo began to 
wander off further down the stairs. 

“Hey, where are you going?” asked Ryan. 

Leo paused for a second, not saying anything. Finally, he spoke. “Oh, 
I uh... just uh...” he paused again, almost as if he was trying to listen to 
something. “I just need a minute alone, that’s all.” 

“Is everything ok?” 

“Yeah. It’s... fine. Just leave me be for a bit, ok? It’s important.” 

“Alright...” 

Leo walked off. 

Albin gave Ryan a confused look. “What was that about?” he said 
quietly, making sure Leo couldn’t hear him. 

“I don’t know, I think we annoyed him or something.” 
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Albin took his bag off and took out his notebook. Just as he began to 
draw in it, he stopped. “Do you hear that?” 

Ryan listened for a second. It sounded like someone was talking 
nearby. “Oh my god. He’s talking to himself again.” 

Albin chuckled and went back to doodling. “Gee, we must’ve been 
really boring.” 

“T’ve never seen anyone do that before. Why would you need to get up 
and leave to talk to yourself?” 

“Beats me.” 

Ryan tried to listen in on Leo’s ‘conversation’. It was faint, but he 
could make out a handful of things he was saying. 

“T know, I know. We needed a break anyway. I’m sure they don’t 
mind.” Leo went silent, almost as if awaiting a response. Were they actually 
talking to someone? 

Leo began to speak again. “It would’ve taken like, I don’t know, an 
hour to reach the bottom? Again, I really don’t think they mind.” He loudly 
groaned. “I know where they’re from, I know, you’ve brought this up a 
thousand times. We can’t just randomly ask that! I mean seriously—” he 
abruptly stopped talking, then began again. “I know! We’ve been with each 
other for like, forever! I’m not stupid, Lucy!” 

Albin stifled a laugh. “I think he’s talking to his girlfriend or 
something on a communicator.” 

“Sounds like he’s having issues with her. Must’ve ended his last call in 
a bad way.” said Ryan. “That’d absolutely be a good enough reason to need 
a minute or two alone...” 

Albin jabbed his shoulder. “Bet that comes from experience.” 

Ryan rolled his eyes at him. 

“What? I’m just telling the truth!” 

“T just don’t want to talk about this right now.” 

“Well you've been putting it off long enough! Geez Ryan, here we are, 
trapped in another universe trying to get Claus’s angel back, unable to go 
home because there’s some sort of space demon on the loose...” 

“T know, shut up about it!” 

“And youre still upset about Lacy!” 

“IT KNOW” he shouted. “Can you just leave me alone? I'll figure this 
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out later on my own, ok?” 

“Fine.” 

Leo made his way back up the stairs. “Sorry about that, what’s going 
on? I heard someone shout.” 

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.” grumbled Ryan. 

“Whatever you say...” 

They got up and continued their way down the stairs. Ryan decided 
not to bring up what he overheard Leo talking about. It was probably 
something private they’d rather not have mentioned. Besides, anything to 
stop Albin from bugging him about Lacy. 

“Hey, Leo?” said Albin. 

Leo looked back at him. “Yeah?” 

“I was just wondering, since I’ve been seeing it on those guides Claus 
gave us a lot... Why is it called “The Garden Multiverse’?” 

Leo chuckled a little. “That’s a good question. Neither myself or Claus 
know where it came from, it’s just a name we hear around. If we had to 
guess, someone really important like Serenus came up with it, and it just 
stuck for whatever reason.” 

“Oh. Huh. I guess I was expecting a more, I don’t know... exciting 
reason.” 

“That’s the common theme for most things we know. Claus and I, we 
sound like we know a lot, but in reality we’re just about as clueless as you 
are. The multiverse is a mysterious, vast, and often dangerous place, and we 
haven’t explored even the tiniest fraction of it... For all we know, everything 
we've learned about it could be wrong.” 

“Geez...” 

Ryan looked out a window as they passed by. The city outside was 
lifeless and grey, all its inhabitants turned to glass when its universe 
collided with another. None of them knew what they were up against, and it 
all happened in an instant. 

He felt a chill go down his spine. An entire civilization, with cities and 
people, was now nothing more than just mere scenery. Were they like 
Vesta? Did they have their own struggles, religions, cultures, etc? Were 
there angels in their universe too? Was there someone like him? He had no 
choice but to accept that he’d never know. 
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Being around Claus and Leo, and sticking to mostly populated 
universes had given Ryan the impression that any threat he’d encounter 
would be avoidable. This was just the stark reminder he needed that it 
might not always be that way. 

He peered down the middle of the staircase and caught a glimpse of 
Siglex as they darted up the stairs. He felt a sense of dread wash over him. 
It’s almost like they heard what he was thinking. 

He decided to just ignore it. 

“Geez Ryan, are you ok?” asked Albin, giving him a concerned look. 

Everyone had stopped, and was now looking at him. 

Ryan was confused. “What do you mean?” 

“You look scared, everything alright?” 

He decided not to tell them. “Yeah, don’t worry. Everything’s fine.” 

“You sure?” 

“Yep. Everything’s ok.” 

They continued down the stairs. 

After almost a half an hour of walking down flights of stairs, they 
reached the bottom floor. The wind was howling loudly, almost deafening 
from how strong it was. They cautiously made their way to the exit and 
stopped in the entryway. 

Albin leaned against the wall. “Well, we’re here. Now what.” 

Ryan looked out towards the street. “I’m not sure.” 

Leo groaned. “Great, you made us walk down all these stairs for 
nothing. Hope you're happy with yourself...” 

“You're the one that went along with it.” 

“Just... shut up.” 

Suddenly, something down the street caught Albin’s attention. “Hey, 
what’s that?” he pointed towards it. 

Ryan and Leo looked over. Caught on the trunk of a nearby tree was 
something shiny and gold. 

As he tried to get a better look at it, what it was became unmistakable. 
It was the gate key. It had to be. “I think that’s the key!” 

“Sweet! Uh... how do we get it back?” 

Ryan took the rope from earlier out of his bag. “Tie this around me! 
I'll go get it.” 
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Leo and Albin glared at him. 

“T know, but how else are we gonna get it back?” 

“Tf we lose you, were not getting you back.” said Leo. “Don’t you see 
how windy it is?” 

“Come on! Can we at least try? Albin’s strong enough to pull me back, 
I promise.” 

Albin looked uneasy. “...Sure.” 

Ryan began to tie the rope around himself. 

“Wow.” said Leo in a deadpan voice. “You're really set on killing 
yourself over this, huh?” 

“This is Ryan we’re dealing with, Leo. You'll get used to it... trust me.’ 

“What do you mean?” 

“About three summers ago Dad took us on a fishing trip with our 
uncle. For whatever godforsaken reason he thought it’d be a good idea to 
show off and swim all the way back to shore on our way back, even though 
it was very far. I begged him the entire trip not to and explained why it’d 
be a bad idea, but he ignored everything I said and still did it. He would’ve 
died if it wasn’t for Dad knowing CPR.” 

“And what does this have to do with anything?” 

Albin sighed and crossed his arms. “Back when we were seven or so, 
Dad had to fix the roof after a storm. Ryan climbed up the ladder and on 
top of the house, then announced to everyone that he was going to doa 
backflip off of it. Both Dad, Aunt Valerie, several of our neighbors, and all 
the people helping my Dad fix the roof were begging him not to. And you 
know what he did? Long story short, thank god Valerie’s got good reflexes.” 

“T still don’t get where youre going with this.” 

“Last winter on a trip to our grandmother’s he decided to walk across 
a frozen lake after being told over and over again that it wasn’t safe. He fell 
in, it took me and Ellie forever to get him back out, and I had to carry him 
back to the house before he froze to death.” 

“_..What are you trying to say here?” 

“T’m saying he’s stubborn as hell and there’s no talking him out of 
anything once he has his mind set on it.” 

“Hey!” shouted Ryan. “No I’m not!” 

“You're preparing to throw yourself out into extreme winds just to get 


9 


219 


a gate key back and you’re not taking any advice. That sounds pretty 
stubborn to me.” 

“And? We already walked all the way down here, it’s at least worth a 
shot!” 

“Didn’t you hear anything I just said?” 

“Yes, but this is different! This could save us hours of waiting!” 

“Fine. But if you get hurt- or worse, die, it’s your fault, not mine.” 

He grabbed a hold of the rope, which was now firmly tied around 
Ryan’s chest. 

Before Ryan opened the door and tested his luck against the wind, he 
took his hat off and handed it to Albin. “Here, hold this, I don’t wanna lose 
it.” 

Albin took it and put it on his own head, chuckling. “Sure thing.” 

“You look ridiculous.” 

“Too bad, I’m keeping it until you come back.” 

Ryan ignored him and made his way to the door. It, thankfully, 
opened inwards rather than outwards. If it was the other way around, Ryan 
was absolutely certain he wouldn’t’ve been able to open it from how heavy 
the wind was. 

He took a deep breath, then took one final look back towards Albin 
and Leo. “Wish me luck!” 

“Uh... good luck! You'll need it!” said Leo. 

He gave them a quick thumbs up, walked out the door... 

..and was immediately knocked clean off his feet by the wind. 

“wAAAAH!! Holy shit!!” he screamed. 

He tumbled down the street, struggling to grab a hold of something. 
He reached the end of the rope and was stopped with a sudden jolt. He felt 
the rope uncomfortably tighten around his waist and roll up underneath his 
arms as the wind pushed on him. Thank goodness it had gone that way, too, 
for if it decided to slide down the other way, he would’ve been in a much 
worse situation. 

He used all his strength to sit up a little, and struggled to see where he 
was in the wind. He was right by the tree that had the gate key stuck to it, 
he just had to find a way to get to it. 

He grabbed a hold of the rope and pulled himself towards it. He 
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couldn’t believe how strong the wind was. Sure, he expected it to be a little 
strong, but nothing like this! It was so strong he was struggling to pull 
himself up. 

After a lot of hard work, he reached the tree. The key was at the very 
end of his reach, so he had to be careful while grabbing it. One wrong move 
and all this would be for nothing. 

He reached for the key, missing it a few times. Eventually, he grabbed 
it between his fingers. For a tense moment, he looked at it, unsure what to 
do next. He then quickly pulled it in, nearly losing grip on it. 

As he held it, he let himself relax a little. He tugged on the rope, 
hoping Albin would know to pull him back. 

Nothing happened. He tugged again. 

Leo looked at him through a window. Ryan gave them a thumbs up, 
and they looked back in and said something to Albin. 

Soon enough, Ryan felt himself being pulled back towards the 
entrance. 

After a lot of hard work, Ryan was back inside the building. He got up 
and fixed his hair. 

“Well I be damned, you actually got it.” said Leo. 

Ryan struck a confident pose and grinned. “See? Not so stubborn 
now, am |?” 

“No, you're still very stubborn.” said Albin. 

“And youre a nerd!” Ryan took Albin’s glasses and put them on. 

“Hey!” 

“Oooh! Look at me! I’m a dumb idiot who draws cat people in his 
notebook all day! Oooh!” 

Albin reached for him, trying to get his glasses back. “Stop! You know 
I need those!” 

Ryan backed up. “I like to hide in my room all day! I never go 
outside!” 

“Shut up and give me those back!” 

“T have wings, but I don’t use them, “cause I’m a chicken!” Ryan began 
making clucking noises at Albin. 

Albin took his glasses back and put them on, giving Ryan a very 
forced looking smile. Ryan instinctively backed up, but it was too late. 
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Albin kicked him in the stomach so hard it knocked him clean off his 
feet. He tumbled a few times, clutching his gut. 

Before he could get back up again, Albin walked over and grabbed 
him by the front of his shirt, furious. “Say it again. I dare you.” 

Despite being hurt, Ryan just laughed. 

“Say it again, Ryan. What did you say?” 

He continued to laugh. 

“That’s not what you said, what did you say?” 

Leo pulled Albin away from Ryan. “That’s enough you two!” 

“Oh so what?” Albin put his hand on his hip. “Am I just supposed to 
put up with this?!” 

“No! But you can do this somewhere else! We’ve got a whole flight of 
stairs to climb and—” Leo briefly looked at the stairs, then back at Ryan and 
Albin. “Oh dammit, Ellie can wait a few hours!” He forcefully took the key 
from Ryan and opened a gate. 

“Leo, wait! No! Stop!” hollered Ryan. 

But it was too late, Leo was already through. 

“God damnit!” 

Albin let go of him, shoving him away a little. “Great. Lets just hope 
the universe delay isn’t too long...” 

“You just had to get in a fight, didn’t you?” 

“You're the one that called me a chicken, you had that coming!” 

“And now Leo’s abandoned us because you fought me over it!” 

“You started it!” 

“And you finished it!” 

“Whatever, let’s just go before he closes the gate on us.” 

Ryan stood up and dusted himself off, then took his hat back from 
Albin. “Fine.” 

Albin walked through the gate and Ryan followed him. 
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Back at Claus’s office, they were immediately greeted with the smell 
of something being cooked as the gate closed behind them. Claus was in the 
kitchen, making something, and Leo was sitting at the dining room table, 
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reading a book. 

Leo looked up at them as they entered. “Where’s Ellie?” 

“Why are you asking us that?” said Ryan. “Youre the one that left us 
there!” 

“That was two hours ago! I thought you’d have her by now!” 

The entire room went silent as everybody realized what had 
happened. 

“Well don’t just stand there!” shouted Leo. He tossed them the key 
back to Claus’s office and reopened the gate. “Go get her! Youre wasting 
time!” 

Ryan and Albin rushed back through the gate to ICEX3048W. 
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They came out where they first arrived. Alarmingly, it was now night, 
and the red sky was now a pitch black, only lit by the occasional window in 
the city above. 

“Shoot!” shouted Ryan. He ran as fast as he could, following the 
footprints they left earlier, which were already somewhat faint. 

“Ryan, wait up!” called Albin. 

Ryan ran until he saw Ellie, who was lying on the ground beside the 
rock they climbed up earlier. 

Albin stopped. “Oh no, I hope we weren’t gone too long...” 

Ryan quietly approached Ellie, who still wouldn’t move. He gently 
nudged her, and she groaned. He relaxed, feeling relieved that she was, at 
the very least, alive. 

She began to slowly get up, noticeably weak. “H-how could you just... 
l-leave me here...?” 

He lended her his hand. “I’m sorry. We didn’t mean to, Leo left 
without us. You weren’t here for long, right?” 

She went quiet, and looked up at him, her expression hauntingly 
empty and tired looking. She then looked back at the ground. “I just took a 
nap while I waited, that’s all.” 

“T’m so, So sorry... we didn’t mean to.” 

Ellie took his hand and carefully got back up. “It’s alright. I guess. 
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Let’s just go back, ’m hungry.” 

Ryan opened the gate back, feeling bad for her. Because of Leo’s split 
second decision, she’d been abandoned for countless hours. It made him 
feel just terrible. 

But what made him feel worse was the universe delay. 

Even just following Leo through the gate, even the brief hesitation 
after he went through, was enough to separate them by two hours. How 
much time were they missing back home? How long were they really gone? 
He hated even thinking about it. 

He tried to get his mind off it, and led everyone though the gate. 
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CHAPTER 12 


In the present 


When they got back, there thankfully wasn’t as big of a delay as 
before. It looked like they'd only been gone for a few minutes. 

Whatever caused the universe delay, it did it in such a way where it 
wasn’t consistent in the slightest. But that begged the question, what was 
causing it? He’d have to ask Claus sometime. 

Ryan sat down on the couch and took his radio out of his backpack. 
He couldn’t stand worrying about home any longer. “I’m gonna see if I can 
catch the news.” 

Albin sat down next to him. “Please be no deaths...” 

They turned on the radio and listened in. Unsurprisingly, they caught 
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C.Q and Krista mid conversation. 

“Well, if he really wants his prize, he’s gonna have to call up and get 
it!” said Krista. “They can’t just keep nailing plywood to the ice, you know!” 

What in the world were they talking about...? Ryan ignored it, there 
was much more important things to pay attention to right now. 

C.Q laughed. “Anyways, it’s just about time for the news!” 

A short jingle played. Though Ryan could’ve sworn it sounded 
different from their usual news jingle. Maybe it was a new one he didn’t 
notice until now? 

“Hello! You're tuned into 96.5 Awsum FM, Uniacke’s best station! I’m 
C.Q Jackson, here with my partner in crime, Krista Yasakan! Time for some 
Awsum FM news!” 

Krista began to speak. “The city is considering new sources of energy! 
The past few weeks they’ve been preparing the harbor for tidal energy, and 
everything should be going in about two or so years from now!” 

“Ooooh! Very exciting! Why tidal energy?” 

“Well as we all know, we have some very strong tides here in Vesta! 
Since they’re more predictable than wind or solar energy, we could benefit a 
ton from harnessing their power!” 

“And how does it work? Can you tell us?” 

“Oh, beats the heck outta me! I didn’t look into this too much.” 

They laughed. 

“Well anyways,” continued C.Q. “The cause for the blinding alert 
system being set off back in June is still being investigated, but we’ve 
managed to narrow down which sensor tripped the alarm. It’s a sensor over 
in Beisan by The Willow Tree.” 

“Ts it broken?” 

“No, actually. After taking it apart and checking the records it actually 
did detect a luminosity brighter than the sun’s.” 

“Really?! Then what did it pick up?” 

“We're not sure, but people there the day it went off recall seeing a 
bright flash in the sky before the alarms went off. J think it was lightning!” 

“..On a clear day?” 

“Hey, it’s possible!” 

“Hey, I doubt it!” 
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“Anyways, onto the weather!” 

A second jingle played and an unfamiliar voice began to speak. 
“Forecast for today calls for sunshine and scattered flurr—” 

Ryan turned off the radio, the weather wasn’t important when he was 
in a whole other universe. 

Albin leaned back in his seat and looked up at the ceiling. “God. They 
have no idea how much danger they’re in.” 

“At least no one’s hurt yet,” said Ryan. 

“Yet.” 

Ellie sighed and buried her face in her hands. “What the hell are we 
supposed to do about him...?” she said quietly. 

“T hate to say it, but I don’t think there’s much you can do,” said 
Claus, looking up from the food he was still working on. “It’s Neowise, he’s 
basically unstoppable.” 

“What are we gonna do if he stays in our universe and kills everyone?” 
asked Ryan. 

“T’m not quite sure. But if the worst comes to worst,” he smiled a 
little. “You can stay here as long as you need to.” 

“Thank you. We’d be dead meat if it wasn’t for you!” 

“Hey it’s no problem! Now, why don’t you grab a seat? Supper’s 
almost ready.” 

“That sounds great,” said Ellie. “I’m absolutely starving, you have no 
idea...” 

They sat down at the table and waited for their food. After several 
minutes of sitting in silence, Ryan began to notice how uncomfortably quiet 
everyone was. 

It wasn’t unusual for Albin to be quiet and reserved. He was never the 
most social person, and it sometimes felt as if there was a limit to how 
much he could speak to people in a day before he’d hide away in his room 
for a couple hours. 

However, Ellie was a different case. Usually by now, especially 
considering how they were all gathered around with nothing to do- she’d 
have said some sort of witty remark to brighten the mood, or have taken a 
playful jab at someone. But this time, she was just sitting there, her face 
buried in her arms. 
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She looked, to say the least, tired. And not her usual tired, either. The 
type of tired he’d only see on those seldom days where she’d forget her 
medication in the mornings- except much worse. 

It almost reminded him of those days, long ago before the doctor had 
prescribed her them. He shuddered remembering the event that apparently 
led to her going on them. He wasn’t told even a hint at what could’ve 
happened, but it took her a couple of days to even return from the hospital, 
let alone fully recover. 

He almost wanted to say something, but he wasn’t sure what. He 
didn’t really know what was wrong. Sure, she’d been left by herself, but she 
had everything she needed, and only a few hours ...right? 

Leo was beginning to notice Ellie looked down. He leaned over and 
gently nudged her. “Hey, are you alright?” 

She didn’t respond. 

“Ellie?” 

She slowly lifted her head up and glared at him. “You already know 
how I feel.” 

Leo went silent, trying to find the right words. “I... ’m sorry...” 

“Shut up. I know you don’t care.” 

Claus briefly stopped what he was doing and looked over. “Hey, 
what’s going on? Everyone seems tense all of a sudden...” 

Everyone went quiet. 

“Come on, I know something’s wrong.” 

Ryan decided to speak. “Well... after we found Leo, we had to go get 
our key back, and after we did... Leo left and went back without us. We had 
to follow him, and Ellie ended up getting left behind for a few hours.” 

Ellie quietly chuckled, her face buried in her arms again. “It wasn’t 
just a few goddamned hours, Ryan.” 

He paused, almost too afraid to ask. “How long was it...?” 

“Tf you were to arrive, let’s say, thirty minutes later, I would’ve been 
there two whole nights.” 

Albin gave Leo a distraught look. “Leo...” 

Ryan got up and moved closer to Ellie, wrapping his arm around her. 

Unsettlingly, Ellie hardly reacted when he did so, not moving an inch 
from where she was. Ryan wished he could comfort her, but he knew there 


wasn’t a whole lot he could say. He couldn’t imagine how horrible that 
must’ve been for her, being left all on her own, feeling like she was 
forgotten about. He knew it wasn’t something she’d get over easily. 

Claus frowned. “Leo! You should’ve known better than to just 
abandon them like that! And after all I taught you about universe delay...” 

Leo buried his face in his hands, clenching his forehead, almost as if 
he had a headache. “I know...” 

“Then why would you do it?!” said Albin. “Ellie could’ve starved being 
left alone like that...” 

“You know how unpredictable universe delay is,” continued Claus. 
“She could’ve been left there for—” 

“SHUT UP!” hollered Leo. 

Everyone except Ellie jumped a little. The entire room went quiet. 

Leo gripped his head even harder, tears streaming down his face. 
“Shut up! Shut up! Shut up! I get it!” 

Claus tried to speak again. “Leo—” 

“Oh my god! Shut up! I get it already! I’m a selfish idiot! Is that what 
you wanted to hear?!” 

“Leo, I-” 

“Damnit! Everyone, leave me be!” Leo got up and stormed off to his 
room. 

Claus watched him go with a sad expression on his face, then sighed 
and went back to cooking. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him lately... I 
swear, he got more irritable after you three showed up. He’s basically never 
like this.” 

“That’s our fault, we annoyed him I think...” said Albin sorrowfully. 

“Hey! Don’t blame yourself, he never gets like this with anyone, trust 
me- not even Devin. Something’s just... up with him lately.” 

“Clearly,” scoffed Ellie. “He left me to die alone...” 

“I’m sorry you got left there so long. If I were there I wouldn’t’ve let it 
happen, I promise.” 

“Whatever.” 

“Dinner will be done in a minute anyways, you won't be hungry for 
much longer.” 

“Hey, Ryan,” said Albin. “Are you ok? Yow’re crying...” 


Ryan wiped his face with his sleeve. He didn’t even notice he was. “I... 
I don’t know.” 

Albin opened his mouth as if to respond, but then just frowned and 
looked down. 

Claus looked over at them. “Hey, don’t worry about anything, ok? 
Everything will sort itself out, I’ll make sure of it. You three just try and 
relax now, youre safe.” 

Ryan didn’t say anything. 

“Anyways, supper’s ready.” 

Claus walked over and set a plate of bacon and eggs down in front of 
each of them, then sat down with his own, leaving one where Leo was 
sitting before. Ellie immediately began to eat, and Ryan moved back to his 
spot. 

Albin gave Claus a concerned look. “Bacon for supper...?” 

Claus shrugged. “Had some left over from my last trip to your 
universe, why not?” 

“Gosh, this is like- something they'd serve during a holiday or a 
special event. This is hard to come by, you can’t just- and you had some left 
over?!” 

“What, is bacon some sort of special food back home?” 

“No it’s just, we don’t get meat like this often. Usually it’s chicken or 
turkey or something. I can’t name the last time we had pig...” 

“Geez... well, from what Leo has told me, some things can be pretty 
scarce on Vesta. I imagine pig is one of those.” 

Albin began to eat. “It definitely is...” 

Claus looked over at Leo’s room, then back at Albin. “Hold on, ’m 
just gonna check and see if Leo’s ok right quick. I'll be back in a second.” 

Claus got up and walked over to Leo’s room, then carefully opened 
the door and peered inside. He then walked through and gently closed it 
behind him. 

Ryan began to eat his meal, and tried to relax a little. It’d been such 
an unbelievably chaotic past few days, and it seemed to come out of 
nowhere. Even now that he was safe, he could still feel the stress of it all 
lingering on him, like some sort of awful smell. He couldn’t believe how 
hard it was to shake. 
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“Hey,” said Ellie quietly. “Is... it alright with you guys if I like, stay in 
the same room as you two tonight? I just... I don’t think I can stand another 
night alone, that’s all.” 

“Yeah, sure thing.” said Ryan, not entirely focused on the moment. 

To Ryan, it felt like it was becoming harder and harder to stay focused 
and remain in the present. Something would always be in the back of his 
mind, lurking like a shadow on a sunny day. He’d find himself getting lost 
in his thoughts because of it, though he couldn’t quite describe whatever it 
was itself. 

While setting off into the storm that night and venturing out towards 
Valerie’s place, Ryan felt a bit scared, sure. But there was always some sort 
of feeling of confidence, or hope. It kept him going, like fuel to a fire. But 
now, it felt like that fire was slowly dying out. 

He almost felt like part of him was forcefully torn out of him back at 
The Willow Tree, and now there was just a hole where it once was. He 
didn’t even know what was missing. All he knew was something was very 
very wrong, and he wasn’t the same person as he was the day before. 

Everything felt so utterly hopeless. They had no home, no real plans, 
and certainly no future if they spent their entire lives travelling like this. He 
couldn’t even begin to solve everything in his head. 

Ellie nudged his shoulder and snapped him out of it. “What’s with the 
thousand yard stare there, soldier?” 

“Huh?” 

“You were like, staring off into nothing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen 
you do that before. Something up?” 

“Oh... I was just thinking, that’s all.” 

Albin chuckled. “Wow, didn’t know you could do that.” 

“Just... Shut up, Albin...” 

Ellie laughed a little, then went back to eating. 

Claus re-entered the room, cradling Leo in his arms like a baby. He 
set Leo down in their chair, then sat back down in his own seat. 

Leo crossed his arms, refusing to look at anyone, while muttering 
something under his breath. 

“Is he ok?” asked Albin. 

“Oh yeah,” answered Claus. “He’s just in a bad mood, that’s all.” 
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“Pretty sure we all are...” 

“T know, itll be alright. You’re all just tired now, you'll feel better in 
the morning. I promise.” 

“T hope so...” 

They quietly continued eating. Not much was said that evening, either 
because nobody had anything to say, or nobody was sure what to speak 
about. There was a tension that couldn’t be ignored. 

The subtle tension remained for quite some time, lingering without 
any particular cause or purpose. But eventually, as everyone finished eating 
and got ready for bed, it finally lifted. 

Later that night, Ellie, of course, stuck to her plan to sleep in the same 
room as the rest of her siblings. Usually Ryan and Albin would protest 
against such a thing, but it was more than understandable considering what 
she’d been through. Besides, it was unlikely she’d be up to her usual antics 
with how her mood was. 

As Ellie carried a sleeping bag into the room, Ryan stopped her. “I'll 
sleep on the floor, you’ve slept on the ground long enough.” 

“What? No, Ryan,” Albin put the book he was reading down. “Can’t 
you just share with someone?” 

“T guess... I mean, they're small beds, but...” 

“Well he’s not sharing with me,” said Ellie. “I’d like the blanket to 
myself, thank you very much.” 

“Tm the one with wings!” argued Albin. “I don’t want him crushing 
them, do you have the slightest idea how uncomfortable that is?” 

“Well I don’t want to freeze, either!” 

“T won't steal the blanket!” said Ryan. “You’re the one that does that 
anyways...” 

“No I don’t!” 

“Whatever, just make up your mind. I’m tired.” 

Ellie looked over at Albin. 

Albin picked up his book again and ignored her. 

She sighed, and looked back at the bed. “It’s too small to fit both of us 
anyways. What is it, twin sized? There’s no way in hell we’re both fitting on 
a twin sized bed and sleeping comfortably.” 

“Alright, I don’t mind sleeping on the floor.” he sat down and stuffed 
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his hat into his backpack, then began tucking himself into the sleeping bag. 

“Well, goodnight then.” Ellie climbed into bed. 

“Goodnight.” Ryan laid on the ground, waiting. He couldn’t sleep with 
the light on Albin’s nightstand being on. 

After a minute or two, he decided he’d listen to the radio a little while 
he waited. It wasn’t like he had much better to do. 

He sat up and dug his radio out of his bag. He leaned comfortably 
against the bed next to him and opened the compartment on the back. He 
did his usual routine of turning the headphones on, unfolding them, 
carefully untangling the wire, and put them on. 

It was tuned into 96.5, like usual and seemed to be in the middle of 
one of their ‘find people and interview them for no reason’ segments. 

C.Q and Krista would often run around town and interview random 
people, especially if there was an event of some sort going on. Nobody was 
sure why exactly they did it, (though many suspected it was their desperate 
way of getting something to talk about while on the air) but people rarely 
complained when they did. 

Ryan decided to listen a little. 

C.Q was speaking, either to Krista or himself. “Boy, there are a lot of 
people in here today. Busy, busy, busy! Ah! Here’s a promising young man! 
Hello!” 

Someone else began to speak. They sounded like a boy around Ryan’s 
age. “Are... you talking to me?” 

“Sure am!” 

“Oh. Hi hi! How are you?” 

C.Q laughed a little “I’m doing great! What’s your name? If you don’t 
mind saying, that is.” 

“...What are you? T-The staff?” 

“No, silly! ’m C.Q Jackson, from Awsum FM, Uniacke’s best station! 
What’s your name?” 

“Ubh... Oh! It’s you. Ok! I’m N- Oh! Wait! I’m uh... What was it 
again?” They went quiet, and Ryan could faintly hear someone talking. 
“OH! Kelvin, ’'m Kelvin! Hi?” 

“Hi Kelvin! So, what brings you here today?” 

“Tm... having lunch with my... uh...” 
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An older sounding man spoke in the background. “Grandfather.” 

“Oh! My grandfather, yeah! Heheheh... Sorry...” 

“Oh! Hello there! Hardly noticed you!” said C.Q, now addressing the 
older man. “How are you on this fine day?” 

“T’m quite well, thanks for asking.” said the man. 

“Now, do you two know who’s playing here tonight?” 

“Uhh... no?” responded Kelvin. 

“The Workforce! They’re going to be performing here, live at Todd’s 
Diner! I’ll be there too handing out T-shirts for their band, as well as some 
new Awsum FM merch courtesy of Padwell flooring!” 

“Oh! Them! I’ve heard like, three of their songs! They’re kinda cool, 
not really my taste, though...” 

“Man, I don’t know what Id do without Mr Padwell and his flooring 
business. One time, my house’s floor was busted, and if it wasn’t for him 
and his family coming over and replacing it, I would’ve just fallen right 
through the ground and been gone, just like that.” 

“J... T-through the ground?” 

Everyone went quiet. 

Kelvin spoke again. “Stuff like that happens here?? This must be a 
very dangerous place...” 

“No I meant... oh forget it, it’s nothing. Are you gonna be attending?” 

“Nah, I’m good. I'll go home and take a big nap after this, I’m sleepy.” 

“Well, I hope you have a good nap then. Take care!” 

“Thank you! Also- wait! Wait!” 

“Yeah?” 

“Ts that a microphone? Can I see?” 

“Yeah, I’m live on air. You didn’t notice?” 

“T wasn’t paying attention. I thought you were just like, saying hi. 
Sorry. Uh... hi, people!” 

C.Q laughed. “Is there anything you wanna tell our awsum listeners?” 

Kelvin drew a blank. “Uhhbh... ummm... uhhh...” 

“Why don’t you show him one of your impressions? You're good at 
that!” said the old man. 

“Oh! Oh, right. Hey, I can like- I’m like really good at sounding like 
other people!” 
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“Oooh! Let’s hear it!” said C.Q. 

“Hmm... ok. Oooh! Ok, how about I do an impression of you? Alright, 
hold on, just let me remember something you said real quick... Got it!” 
Kelvin cleared his throat. “I’m C.Q Jackson, from Awsum FM, Uniacke’s 
best station!” 

Ryan jumped a little, startled. Either the broadcast just had a major 
glitch, or Kelvin flawlessly mimicked what C.Q had said earlier, almost 
unnaturally so. 

C.Q went silent, understandably surprised. “Oh- oh my god! That’s... 
amazing!” He laughed a little, almost sounding nervous. “Holy cow! That w- 
was exactly like me! Wow!” 

“Impressive isn’t he?” said the old man. 

“Boy is he ever! That’s incredible, wow!” 

Kelvin giggled, sounding almost flattered. “Hehehe, thanks!” 

“That’s my boy, making me so proud!” cheered the old man. 

Kelvin continued to giggle. 

Ryan decided to change the channel. Hearing this kid have fun with 
his family was making him miss his own even more. He was more in the 
mood for music anyways. 

He switched to 89.9 next, his go to station when Awsum FM was 
playing something he wasn’t fond of. Being a music station, they were, of 
course, in the middle of an hour-long music block. The featured genre this 
time around seemed to be rock. 

He listened, maybe a bit relaxed, until the chorus hit and he realized 
what the song was about. It was a typical, sappy love song; a type of song 
he’d always despised for whatever reason. 

He switched to 104.3 next. It wasn’t a station he tuned into often, so 
he didn’t know much about it, but it usually played some decent music. 

But as he sat there and listened, he realized the song that was on was 
about the exact same thing. It was another sappy love song. He changed the 
station again and was hit with the same thing. 

He kept tuning between stations, but every song was singing about 
the same topics. Love, breakups, finding someone attractive, cautionary 
tales about romance, the other thing love songs often sang about. He 
couldn’t believe this sort of thing dominated the airwaves like it did. 
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Why did love mean so much to everyone? Did people actually feel 
those emotions? No matter how many relationships he got himself into, no 
matter how hard he tried to feel something- he still didn’t get it. What was 
so great about it? 

He turned the radio off and put it into his bag, then laid back and 
stared at the ceiling. 

As he did, he heard Claus get up and walk around. He didn’t think 
much of it, until he heard a knock on the door. 

That could only mean one thing. Someone was here. 

“Hold on, someone just showed up.” mumbled Claus, probably 
talking to Leo. “Probably a customer, I'll just tell them I’m busy.” 

Ryan sat up. Who could be visiting now? Did people just always show 
up like this at Claus’s doorstep? That must’ve gotten quite annoying after a 
while, but it was probably important for his business. Ryan just hoped 
whoever it was wouldn’t be too loud, he was incredibly tired... 

There was another knock on the door, this one slightly louder and 
harder. Ryan decided to get up and investigate. He walked over to the door 
and opened it just a crack, peering through. There was a glow coming from 
the porch, like the glow of a gate. 

“Alright! Hold on, ’'m coming.” said Claus, walking over to the door. 

He opened it and immediately stumbled backwards. At first, he 
couldn’t see who it was thanks to the way the door had opened. 

But as they stepped closer, revealing a man dressed in a white 
uniform, with eyes so piercing and red they could kill a man from a mere 
glance alone, and an unmistakable pair of blood red wings, Ryan felt 
himself become incredibly tense. 

Against all the odds, Keshiel had found them again. 
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CHAPTER 13 


An unexpected visitor 


“Well, well, well.” said Keshiel, smirking. “Now what do we have 
here?” 

Claus scowled at the very sight of him. “I thought I said our deal is 
over, Keshiel. I’m done doing business with you after that stunt of yours 
back in K52L. You can turn around and head back home.” 

“You know what I’m here for, Claus. Hand them over.” 

“For what? More gate keys? Because you won't be getting any. You'll 
have to buy second hand if you plan on getting anywhere.” 

Keshiel cracked his knuckles. “Wrong answer. A little birdie told me 
that you may be hiding three sinners that our army has taken a particular 


237 


interest in.” He showed Claus a picture of Ryan, Ellie and Albin walking 
home together, taken from behind them at a weird angle. It unsettled Ryan 
to look at, it was clearly taken a very long time ago. How long had Keshiel 
and his men been planning to kill Albin? “Do these three look familiar to 
you, perhaps?” 

“Those kids you attacked? No, I haven’t seen them.” 

Keshiel began to walk into the building a little more. “Don’t fool 
around with me Claus. I know you have them. Now, where are they?” 

Ryan backed away from the door, then turned to Albin. He shook 
him. “Albin! Get up!” 

Albin put a bookmark in his book and looked up at him. “Huh? What 
is—” 

“Shh! Quiet! Keshiel is here!” 

Ellie sat up. “Now?!” 

“Yes!” 

“Oh no, what do we do?” 

“T don’t know, hide somewhere!” 

Ellie and Albin got up and grabbed their things, then hid underneath 
their beds. Meanwhile, Ryan walked back over to the door and peered 
through again. 

Claus stood in front of Keshiel. “What you’re looking for isn’t here, get 
out of my house.” 

“All the intel I’ve gathered leads me straight to you. Why won’t you 
tell me where they went if they’re not here? Youre clearly hiding 
something.” 

“T’m not telling you anything. Head back to your universe, Keshiel. I 
won't let you hurt them.” 

Keshiel drew his khopesh and put it up to Claus’ neck. “I wouldn’t act 
so smart if I were you.” 

Claus grabbed Keshiel’s arm. “You know it’s a losing fight for you. If 
you stay here, I won’t hesitate to kill you where you stand.” 

Keshiel grinned. “You know I’m no fool, Claus. Why would I ever face 
you alone?” 

Suddenly, two angels dropped down next to Keshiel. Two more broke 
through the window and grabbed Leo, holding him at gunpoint. 


“LEO!” cried Claus, spinning around. 

Keshiel called out to his soldiers. “Men! Search the entire place! Leave 
no room unchecked!” He then took out his gun and put it to Claus’s head. 
“Move an inch and your little boy gets his head blasted off.” 

“Let him go!” 

Ryan watched two of the angels split up and begin searching through 
the rooms, starting with Leo’s and Claus’. 

“Oh, I'll let him go alright.” continued Keshiel. “All you need to do is 
hand those sinners over and it'll be like none of this happened.” 

“T’ve already told you, they’re not here.” 

“T don’t like liars, Claus.” 

One of the soldiers left the room they were checking, and began 
walking towards the room Ryan and his siblings were in. 

Ryan quickly grabbed his bag and put it on, then slid under the bed 
next to Ellie. “Everyone, be quiet!” he whispered. 

The angel slowly opened the door and looked inside. They stayed put, 
then flicked on the light and began to investigate further. 

Ryan kept his breathing shallow as he watched the angel’s boots move 
across the room. They stopped beside one of the beds. 

Damnit! Of course they'd check there! Why did they have to hide 
under the beds? That’s where everyone always hid! 

The angel knelt down and looked under the bed. They immediately 
spotted Albin and reached for him. “Found one!” 

Albin backed up, but it was too late. The other angel rushed into the 
room and grabbed him by his ankle, dragging him out from underneath the 
bed. They lifted him up by the back of his shirt and began to drag him out of 
the room. 

“Help!” cried Albin. 

“Silence!” shouted the angel. They struck him across the head so hard 
it stunned him, and he didn’t dare move again. 

Ryan had to fight the urge to run out and attack the angel. Nobody 
was allowed to hurt his little brother like that. He could sense the same 
anger silently brewing within Ellie as well. 

The other angel looked under the bed and spotted Ellie. They grabbed 
Ellie’s wrist- and she let them take it. 
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She immediately swung at the angel, but they narrowly dodged it. The 
angel took out their gun and pressed it to her head. Ellie went completely 
still, and nervously put her hands up. 

They followed the angel that had Albin out of the room, forcing Ellie 
forward. 

Ryan silently got out from under the bed. Neither of the angels had 
noticed him. He had a chance to act, but he wasn’t sure what exactly he 
could do with it. He looked around the room, looking for anything he could 
use as a blunt object. 

And then he saw it. A lamp! Of course! He walked over and unplugged 
it from the wall, then silently snuck behind the angel, ready to hit them with 
it. They walked out into the living room. 

Keshiel shoved Claus aside and walked over to them. “Nicely done.” 
he said, lifting up Albin by one of his wings in a way that looked incredibly 
painful for him. “What a tough little vermin. It’s a shame Iovi wants this 
one alive, I would’ve loved to kill it right here and now for all the trouble it’s 
caused me.” 

“What should we do with the other one sir?” asked one of the angels. 

“Just kill it, it’s just some stupid animal. Besides, they've kept me 
searching long enough.” 

Just as the angel that had Ellie prepared to shoot her, Ryan ran up 
behind them and hit them with the lamp, shattering it into a million pieces 
and causing the angel to stumble. Ellie got free from their grip and dove 
behind the couch. 

This, of course, got the attention of every angel in the room focused 
on Ryan. 

The angel he hit with the lamp drew their gun, but Keshiel stopped 
them. “Halt!” He threw Albin into a wall, then drew his khopesh and began 
to approach Ryan. “I’d like to deal with this one myself.” 

Ryan began to back up. His eyes darted around the room, looking for 
anything he could use to escape this situation. Fortunately for him, it 
looked like Claus finally had enough. 

Now that everyone was distracted, Claus ran up behind Keshiel and 
punched him in the head, knocking him to the ground. He then charged at 
the angels that had Leo. 
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One already had their gun to Leo’s head, but Ellie grabbed him from 
behind just in time, yanking him out of the grasp of both of the angels. 

Ryan ran over to her and Claus continued to fight the angels. He sat 
down and caught his breath a little, then peeked around the corner of the 
couch. 

Keshiel got up and pointed his khopesh at Claus. “You don’t have to 
do this, Claus. Don’t interfere and nobody gets hurt.” 

“Nobody gets hurt?!” yelled Claus. “You’re going to kill these poor, 
innocent kids!” 

“Innocent? Oh, you’re mistaken. These kids are nothing but sinners. 
They’ve refused my orders, they've allowed some filthy echthros to live, and 
actively protected it! And now, they’re trying to avoid their punishment! 
They deserve nothing less than death!” 

“They've done absolutely nothing wrong and you know this!” 

“Nonsense.” Keshiel took a swing at Claus, narrowly missing him as 
he dodged out of the way. 

Seeing as things were escalating quickly, Claus grabbed his suitcase 
and slid it over to Ryan and Ellie. “Take it, grab a key and get out of here!” 
he shouted. 

Ellie grabbed the suitcase and they both ran over to Albin, trying their 
best to avoid the troopers. Albin was lying on the ground with his hands on 
his head, and on the verge of hyperventilating. 

“Albin! Come on, we gotta get out of here!” said Ryan. 

Albin said something under his breath weakly as Ryan helped him up. 

Ryan quickly grabbed everyone’s shoes, and checked to see if 
everyone had their things. Thankfully, it looked like they did. Whatever 
they were about to get themselves into, at least they weren’t going 
unprepared. 

The troopers had noticed what they were doing, and two of them went 
to stop them. One fired at Ellie and just narrowly missed her as she dug 
through Claus’s suitcase for a key. 

“Ellie, hurry!” shouted Ryan. 

“I’m trying!” 

He slung Albin’s arm over his shoulder, preparing to run through the 
gate as soon as Ellie opened it. He took a deep breath, readying himself. 
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Ellie grabbed a random key, and opened a gate in front of them. It 
probably wasn’t supposed to be opened indoors like that, but they had no 
choice. The troopers charged at them as they made a run for it. 

They leapt through without looking back. 
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They arrived in a rather barren universe on what looked to be some 
sort of structure in a sea of quickly flowing golden sand. The sky was filled 
with lights, but they weren’t stars, as they moved way too fast. They danced 
across the sky, almost like fireflies, but there was no time to admire them. 

Ellie immediately closed the gate behind them, but not before one of 
the angels made it through. 

“Aha!” they said, sounding proud of themselves. “I’ve got you!” 

They snatched the key back to Claus’s office from Ellie. 

“Now you re not going anywhere!” they continued. “I’m gonna take 
you back to Keshiel and boy are you ever gonna pay!” They eyed Ryan and 
held their gun up to him, one hand rubbing the back of their head. 
“Especially you, lamp boy!” 

Ryan backed up. Surely the three of them could take on just one 
angel, right? 

“Tt’s not our fault you’re the only member of your troop without a 
helmet!” snapped Ellie. 

The angel growled, balling their hands into fists. Ryan braced himself 
for whatever they were about to do. 

But instead of firing, the angel threw the key they took from Ellie into 
the sand behind them, where it disappeared instantly. 

They grinned and began to laugh a little. “What will you do now? 
There’s no escape! You can’t go anywhere!” 

Ellie, Ryan and Albin stared at them in disbelief. How was it possible 
for anything to be that stupid? 

The angel got a confused look on their face. “What? Aren’t you upset? 
You're stuck here with me, and your only way out is death or...” 

Their expression turned from happiness to despair as they realized 
what they just did. 


242 


The angel looked over at the ocean of sand rapidly flowing by, then 
back at them, chuckling sheepishly. “That... wasn’t the only way back, was 
ite 

“Tt was.” answered Ellie. She traded the shoes with Ryan, giving him 
the briefcase. “Quick, find us a way out of here before he does anything 
dumber!” 

Ryan began to dig through the briefcase. Much to his surprise, the 
entire suitcase was filled with keys. There had to be at least two hundred of 
them in there, and god only knows where they went. 

He checked his guide and picked out the best sounding universe he 
could find in the suitcase, K1380. 

“Ok, I think I found a good place to go.” He turned around and 
opened it behind Ellie. 

“W-wait!” cried the angel. “You're... not just gonna leave me here, a- 
are you?” 

“Uh, yeah. We are.” said Ellie. 

“Wait! Please, I'm sorry! Wait! Don’t leave me here all alone! Please! 
WAIT!” 

“See ya!” 

They leapt through the gate and closed it behind them before the 
angel could follow. 


A A 


They expected to end up in a place somewhat similar to back home 
with stars in the sky and plenty of people. They planned to get help there 
from the locals and maybe stay there for a bit. 

But instead of all that, they found themselves somewhere completely 
different. 

Upon entering the other universe, they were greeted with a cold, grey 
and dead looking landscape. 

“What the...” muttered Ryan as he looked around. 

Instead of stars and planets, there was an ominous grey sky that 
looked like two infinitely distant walls, one below them, one above them. It 
stretched out forever in all directions and had a bizarre cloud-like texture. 
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The light was dim, dreadful, and oddly artificial. 

They were standing on some bizarre, massive shiny black structure. 
The surface was completely smooth and was ever so slightly transparent. It 
felt like cool metal, and was extremely weird to walk on. When they looked 
below them, they could barely make out some sort of metal deep inside 
whatever they were standing on. 

They had plenty of questions about this place, but first, they had to do 
something much more important. 

They walked over to Albin, who had finally let go of Ryan, and was 
now sitting on the ground with his wings wrapped around himself. 

“Are you ok?” asked Ellie, kneeling down by him. “You got hit pretty 
hard back there...” 

“Yeah I’m... ok I guess.” said Albin. He wiped some blood off his face 
and felt the side of his head. “Just... really sore. My head hurts too.” 

She sighed “Hopefully we can find help soon, we can’t keep running 
like this our whole lives....” 

Everyone took a minute to put their shoes back on. The last thing they 
wanted was to step on something sharp and hurt themselves in an 
unfamiliar universe. They all then sat down, letting themselves calm down 
after the heart racing moment they’d all just endured. 

“Hey,” said Ellie, grabbing Ryan’s shoulder. “Let’s try and stick 
together from now on, ok?” 

Ryan felt a tinge of sadness, feeling guilty. “That sounds like a good 
idea...” 

Albin looked around, massaging the part of his wing where Keshiel 
had grabbed him. “Ryan, what universe was this again?” 

Ryan checked the key to make sure he read it correctly. “K1380...” 

“K Class? That should look like our universe. Where is everybody?” 

He got up and walked around. Everything was absolutely still except 
for something to their right. There was a sort of tear in reality, and possibly 
billions of creatures that all looked identical were flooding into it. 

The only other structures were dizzyingly huge, snake-like creatures 
with an arrowhead shaped, black, metal head and two blades on either side 
of its jaw that resembled the mandibles of a bug. There were rings of black 
spikes going all the way to its tail. Every part of the creature that was black 
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was perfectly geometrical, which gave it an almost robotic appearance. 

Just its head had to be bigger than a planet, and some of the snake- 
like creatures in the distance were much, much bigger. But thankfully, they 
all seemed dormant. 

“_..Where are we?” said Ryan, confused at his surroundings. 

He was unsure what any of this was or meant, but he couldn’t shake 
the feeling something had gone terribly wrong in this universe. While 
looking around, he noticed they were standing on one of the spikes of a 
smaller snake creature, which was thankfully, also dormant. 

“T think we should go, this place is freaking me out a little...” said 
Ellie. 

“Can’t argue with you there...” 

Ryan dug through the suitcase again until he found another, 
somewhat promising looking universe, IOX5886J. It was even labeled with 
its own special name, “The gelid village’. 

“This one should do!” he said, opening the gate in front of them. 

Anxious to get out of there, they immediately leapt through it. 
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CHAPTER 14 


Beneath frigid wastes 


The first thing Ryan noticed once he was on the other side was the 
frigid wind blowing at his face. It was so cold, colder than the coldest winter 
he could remember back home. And even worse, he only had his thin 
summer jacket. 

It was very dark out, and they seemed to be in the middle of a fierce 
snowstorm. A thick layer of deep snow covered the ground, and there was 
no village in sight, but he suspected that was because of the low visibility. 

“Ryan! Are you insane?!” shouted Ellie, shivering. 

“T didn’t know it’d be this cold!” 

“T don’t see anyone, or anything!” 
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“Tt said there was a village here!” 

Ellie looked around. “I don’t see it anywhere!” 

“I’m sure it’s nearby, maybe if we walk a little we'll find it?” Ryan 
closed the gate behind him and began to walk through the snow. Ellie ran 
over to him. 

“Wait! Maybe we should just head back, you might get lost.” 

“Not if we just stick together! Come on, just follow me.” 

“Fine, come on Albin let’s—” Ellie turned around and saw no sign of 
him. “Oh no.” 

“What?” 

“T lost him.” 

“Are you kidding me?!” He turned around and headed back to where 
he last saw him. 

There was a trail of footprints heading off somewhere into the 
darkness. How hadn’t he noticed him walk off? Ryan took out his 
communicator and contacted Albin. 

He picked up. “Ryan! Where’d you go?!” 

“Why’d you wander off?!” 

“T was trying to find you guys!” 

The communicator started to ring. “Hold on, Ellie’s trying to contact 

He switched over to Ellie. 

“Ryan, turn around.” 

“Huh, why?” 

“We've got a problem here.” 

He turned around and looked back the way he came, immediately 
realizing what the issue was. 

He couldn’t see Ellie anymore, and he’d only walked a few meters 
forward. “Oh no.” 

“Oh no is right! The visibility here is terrible, and you can’t hear me 
even when I’m shouting at the top of my lungs!” Ellie appeared from the 
darkness and put her communicator back in her pocket. “We won’t be able 
to find the village unless we’re right on top of it. God damnit! What 
happened to sticking together?!” 

“Oh no...” Ryan switched over to Albin again and began to follow his 
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footprints, which were already starting to fade away. “Stay where you are, 
were gonna come to you, something weird’s going on here.” 

“Ok! I uh... can’t go any further anyways. There’s a massive cliff.” 

“T think we’re gonna head somewhere else after, there’s no way we’re 
gonna find the village in this weather. Besides, it’s really cold here.” 

Albin came into view again. Just in front of him was an abrupt stop in 
the snow. Ryan could just barely see the other side, and it seemed to go on 
forever in both directions. 

But just as they were about to leave, something caught his eye. Over 
on the left was what looked to be a bridge across the ravine. 

“Alright, so where to now?” asked Ellie. 

“T think we’re close to the village, look!” Ryan pointed over to the 
bridge. “There’s a bridge, that must mean we're close, right? 

“Maybe, but if we can’t find the village on the other side, we'll just go 
somewhere else right? If I stay out here any longer Ill freeze!” 

“Sure.” 

They walked over to the bridge. It was a lot more narrow than they 
thought it'd be, being no wider than a meter across. It also appeared to be 
made of snow and ice, which didn’t help calm their nerves in the slightest. 

One would assume it wasn’t there intentionally and just naturally 
formed. But this was another universe after all, and they couldn’t be 
absolutely sure. The fact it was even there at all was promising. 

“Tf you want to go first, you can be my guest,” said Albin nervously. 
“That looks really unstable.” 

“Tt should be fine if we just go one at a time!” said Ryan. 

“You said that about the ladder too.” 

“This is different, they probably still use this! Look!” he walked out 
onto the bridge and jumped on it. It didn’t budge. “See? It’s perfectly safe.” 

Ellie walked out onto the bridge. “I think it’s just an ordinary bridge.” 

“I wouldn't be so sure...” said Albin. 

“No, seriously, Albin, it's perfectly safe.” Ryan jumped on it again. 
“Nothing’s gonna happen!” 

There was a loud crack below him. 

“That sounds like something happening.” 

“Yeah uh, Ryan.” Ellie looked at the bridge below her nervously. 
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“Maybe we should get off this th—” 

The bridge, along with some of the cliff came loose and began to 
plummet into the darkness below, bringing all three of them down with it. 

They screamed as they plunged into the depths of the ravine. Ryan 
could’ve sworn he heard Albin call him a nasty word as they fell, but it was 
hard to hear over the chaos of everything else. 

By some streak of luck, or just intentional design by whoever put it 
there, there happened to be a real, much bigger bridge just below it. They 
crashed into it and it began to creak a little. Thankfully, a thick layer of soft 
snow broke their falls. 

“Oww...” groaned Ellie. 

It was quite the fall, but thankfully, nobody seemed injured. 

Ryan got up and looked around him. The bridge they were standing 
on was undeniably meant to be there. It was made of rusted metal and 
connected to two dark tunnels, one on each side of the ravine. It must’ve 
been incredibly old. 

It also was noticeably warmer down wherever they were. 

They barely had time to react when the bridge began to snap and 
come loose. The panels that made up the bridge started to cascade down 
into the abyss below. 

Albin ran to one of the tunnels and just barely made it, while Ellie and 
Ryan ran to the other. They leapt into the tunnel and tumbled head over 
heels. 

Ellie got up and dusted herself off. “That was close... Where’s Albin?” 

Ryan walked over to the edge of the tunnel. The entire bridge was 
gone, and Albin was standing on the other side of the ravine, nervously 
looking down at the gap as if he expected it to suck him in. It was times like 
this he really wished Albin could fly. 

Ryan pointed to him. “He’s over there...” 

“Oh great.” Ellie walked up to the edge and called over to him. “Hey! 
We're gonna try and find people, we'll meet up with you somewhere 
inside!” 

“Okay!” responded Albin, backing away from the edge. “I’m gonna 
look for people too, I think.” 

“Don’t get too scared of the dark!” 
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“T won't!” Albin turned on his flashlight and started to venture into 
the darkness. “...I hope...” 

Ellie and Ryan headed the other way. The tunnels were made of 
something like concrete and were decorated with rows of broken lights on 
the ceiling. As they ventured through it, they could tell it was very old. The 
walls were covered in cracks, and parts of the ceiling were loose, as if 
threatening to crush them at any moment. It wasn’t at all welcoming, but 
Ryan was happy to be out of the numbing cold that was outside. 

As he walked through the tunnels, he noticed pipes along the ceiling 
and the occasional vent. 

“What do you think this place is anyways?” he said, looking up at 
them. 

Ellie stopped and shined her flashlight around, looking at the pipes 
on the ceiling for any sort of clue. “I’m not sure... It almost reminds me of 
that abandoned base out in Robsart we explored that one summer. 
Remember that?” 

“It sounds familiar.” 

“It was some old military thing from four hundred or so years ago, out 
in the middle of the woods. The history teacher said it was there from the 
last of the cattle wars. Does that ring a bell?” 

“Yeah! The one Albin was too afraid to go inside because of the 
snakes, right?” 

Ellie chuckled. “Well, I mean, that’s just what I told him. I didn’t want 
him following us and chickening out the entire time.” 

“Oh, right. Didn’t he actually find a snake outside somewhere after 
that?” 

“He definitely did. I still remember us coming back and finding him 
up a tree like a cat.” 

The two of them laughed. 

“Anyways,” continued Ryan. “This absolutely feels like the old base. 
Do you think it’s something similar?” 

“Maybe, but there’s a lot more halls in here than the base. Hell, I 
haven’t seen a single doorway or anything yet. It’s just... all hallways. It 
gives me the creeps...” 

Ryan shone his flashlight around some more. “Oh god, youre right.” 
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All the walls around him were completely smooth, as well as the 
ceilings and floors. It looked neither man-made or natural, and instead sat 
somewhere uncomfortably in-between. 

“There’s basically nothing here, too. Maybe this is an E class universe, 
or whatever Leo called this sort of thing.” 

“Maybe? Hold on.” Ryan dug out his guide again. “It says it’s X class, 
which means it’s not all discovered yet. Maybe we just found a new 
property for it?” 

“Claus would be excited to hear that.” Ellie sighed. “Gosh, I hope he’s 
ok back there.” 

“Same here. I hate Keshiel...” 

They continued walking. 

“Maybe it’s a lab, or something like that.” suggested Ryan. 

“But for what? Why would it be down here, away from everything? 
Wouldn’t you want something like this to be more... I don’t know, 
accessible? And why is it so barren in here? It could use some posters or 
something...” 

“T don’t know.” Ryan was starting to get the creeping feeling that 
whatever this place was for, it wasn’t good. 

As they travelled further in, they began to hear odd noises coming 
from deep below them. Some sounded like metal bending, some were like 
the howling of wolves, and others were low rumbles that echoed through 
the halls. 

The noises sounded mostly mechanical, but sometimes they’d become 
very organic sounding. Sometimes, they could hear screaming, crying, 
manic laughter or even speaking, which often sounded like a crowd. 

Ryan could’ve sworn it all sounded like the same person somehow, 
but it was impossible to tell if he was right or not. He could never make out 
what the voices were saying, it was all too muffled and distant. 

He shuddered as yet another scream-like noise echoed its way 
through the mysterious facility. “This place gives me the creeps... maybe we 
should just go somewhere else once we find Albin.” 

“T agree, something’s definitely off here.” 

They came to a staircase which led deeper into the facility. At the 
bottom of the stairwell was a statue resembling the head of some odd, 
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dinosaur-like creature with a skull for a head and several large horns. It was 
holding a glowing blue orb in its mouth, which cast an eerie glow over the 
darkened hall. The hallway split two separate ways from here. 

Ellie sat down on the stairs. “Why don’t we take a break for a minute, 
I’m kinda sore from falling.” 

“Alright.” Ryan sat down next to her. 

They sat there in silence for a minute or two, listening. 

Eventually, Ellie buried her face in her hands, looking gloomy. 

“What’s wrong?” asked Ryan. 

It took her a while to answer. “Ryan, I need to get something off my 
chest.” 

“Go ahead.” 

“T really feel like you two don’t care about me sometimes.” 

Ryan was speechless. “I... what makes you say that?” 

“Well, for one, you’d rather risk leaving me to die than walk up a 
flight of stairs.” 

“We” 

“T know youre sorry, but that doesn’t change anything. I nearly 
starved to death waiting there, wondering what happened to you two, only 
to find out that you chose to leave me there. Do you have the slightest idea 
how worthless that makes me feel?” 

“ 

“And don’t even get me started on people in general... Remember my 
‘friends’ from school? Notice how I never bring them up? They don’t give 
two shits about me either, they only hang out with me because I’m someone 
to gossip with. And I don’t even like it- I hate being an asshole- a real 
asshole. I might like picking on people, but I don’t like hurting them.” 

Ryan wasn’t sure what to say. 

Ellie wiped away her tears. “I guess what I’m saying is... I at least 
expected you morons to care about me, especially during times like this...” 

Ryan moved over and gently hugged her. “I know it doesn’t mean 
much now but, I’m really, really sorry. And, for the record, I care about you 
a lot.” 

She leaned into him a little. “I know...” 

“We seriously didn’t mean to leave you there like that, we thought 
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we'd be back in a few minutes or so, not days. If we knew it’d be that long, 
we would’ve went back and got you.” 

She sighed a little. “God, I just wanna go home. I’m so, so tired...” 

“Same here...” 

There was a long silence. 

As another weird sound echoed its way through the halls, Ellie spoke 
again. “You tell Albin about any of this, and I'll kill you.” 

Ryan laughed. “Don’t worry, this stays between you and me.” 

“Speaking of Albin, I’d better check on him. He’s probably terrified by 
now...” 
Ellie contacted Albin. 

Albin picked up almost immediately. “Oh thank god! Hey Ellie!” 
“See anything yet?” 
“No, nothing besides a few very creepy statues...” 
“Yeah, we're seeing the same things too.” 
“Oh man, I can’t wait to get outta here. It’s really starting to freak me 
out.” 
“Same here, as soon as we meet back up with you we’re gonna leave. 
Hopefully we'll see you soon.” 

“Thank god...” 

Ellie put the communicator back in her pocket. They got up and 
began walking down the hall to the left. 

They came across another staircase, this one going even deeper into 
the building. As they travelled down, it got warmer and warmer and a slight 
steam-like haze filled the air. 

The air was damp, and there was a strong smell of rust paired with 
some other, unpleasant, metallic scent. The whole place gave off a general 
feeling of unease and dread, as if something terrible was dwelling within it. 
But they had no choice but to continue onward. 

There was another split in the path. The left was completely dark, but 
the right was lit up by a fiery orange glow. 

“Hey a light! Maybe someone’s here?” said Ryan. 

“Should we risk it?” 

“T mean, we don’t have very many options.” 

“Yeah but, what if it’s someone dangerous? We can’t leave without 
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Albin...” 

Ryan peeked around the corner and looked down the hall. The orange 
light was shining through a large set of windows on the right side of the 
hall. On the other side was a small doorway with a single step leading into 
it. 

An alarming amount of pipes and wires lined the ceiling, going in all 
sorts of directions. Nobody was there, and judging by the thick layer of dust 
on the ground, it’d been that way for quite some time. 

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s home.” 

“Of course...” 

He walked down the hall, creating small clouds of dust as he did. The 
windows were ever so slightly fogged up and outside them was a massive, 
circular chasm that went far into the ground. Steam was rising up from 
below, and in the chasm’s center was a massive, rusted metal pipe, which 
descended deep into it. 

The orange glow was coming from streams of molten metal which 
were pouring down into the darkness. No matter how hard he tried, Ryan 
couldn’t see the bottom of the chasm. But he could see a faint purple-ish 
glow, almost like that of a blacklight coming from far below. 

Ryan put his hand against the window. It was warm, so the heat they 
were feeling was probably from the chasm. He stayed by it, letting himself 
warm up more. 

“Ryan, come on!” Ellie was standing next to the small door on the 
other side of the hall, waiting for him. 

He moved away from the glass and followed her inside. 

In the room was a massive device of sorts. It had a glassy, completely 
black desk with a bunch of buttons and a keyboard built into it. 

There was a massive screen above it, which seemed to be hovering in 
place. The screen wasn’t anything like the radiovisions they were used to 
back home. It was completely flat, almost transparent, and was made of 
some inky substance that rippled a little as they walked past it. Ryan 
couldn’t imagine what it was possibly made of. 

In front of the machine was a black chair that was bolted into the 
floor. The rest of the room made little sense, only containing another door, 
a few odd panels on the walls, floor and ceiling, several pipes which all 
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came from a single hole above them, and a stand next to the desk with a 
small prism-like crystal hovering over it. 

The crystal was a solid black and seemed to faintly glow. There was 
also something else about it he couldn’t quite wrap his head around, like 
there were properties of the crystal he wasn’t capable of seeing. It looked 
hauntingly like the prism Richard and Amelia had shown them a photo of. 

He ultimately decided to just stay away from it. The last thing they 
needed right now was another weird thing to happen to them. 

“I wonder what all this is for...” said Ellie. 

“Maybe something here can turn on the lights?” Ryan saw no 
immediate way it could kill him, so he sat down in the seat and dusted off 
the desk. 

The buttons lit up with that same weird, purple glow the crystal gave 
off. The letters on the keyboard were all written in confusing, constantly 
shifting symbols he could barely see. 

Ryan smiled. “Hey, it still works!” 

Somehow, in some way he couldn’t explain, Ryan felt like the 
machine was beckoning him. It was like it was some sort of presence, a 
being even. 

It felt so powerful, so complex. Something about it made him feel 
scared, but he ignored his fears. It was just some machine, what’s the worst 
it could do? 

Ellie leaned against the chair and watched the screen, which was now 
starting to ripple more and more. Not knowing what anything did, Ryan 
hesitantly pressed one of the buttons above the keyboard. 

It lit up around where he touched it and a bolt of energy shot out of 
the machine. The energy danced all around him, but it didn't hurt. It was a 
weird tingling sensation all over. It then stopped, and the energy retreated 
back to where it came. 

The screen rippled more and more then burst into thousands of 
droplets, which floated momentarily and began to circle around him. They 
spun faster and faster, stretching as they did and completely engulfing him. 

The room around him, Ellie and the chair he was sitting on all 
vanished as the scenery changed. He was floating in a starless void, but he 
could feel something all around him, a presence. A terrifyingly powerful 


one. 

Ryan began to panic a little. Where was he? What did he do? He 
wasn’t about to get hurt again, was he? He tensed up, remembering what 
happened back at The Willow Tree again. He prayed something similar 
wasn’t about to happen. 

Droplets emerged from thin air all around him and formed into yet 
another screen. It rippled and letters began to form on it, slowly creating a 
sentence which a robotic voice began to read out; “ERROR: Ego mismatch. 
Undesired entity detected.” 

Ryan was puzzled. “What?” 

Suddenly, everything was pulled away and he found himself 
surrounded by absolute and total nothingness. A nothing more than the 
void he was in before, a nothing he could scarcely understand. It was like he 
was speeding up, going faster and faster, getting farther from himself every 
passing second. 

Everything came to an abrupt stop and the room he was in before 
stretched into view. Before he could process what was happening, the chair 
he was sitting on snapped forward and dumped him out onto the floor. 

Ellie stepped back, surprised. “What happened?!” 

He groaned, the abrupt push back to reality made him feel 
unbelievably dizzy. “It didn’t like me.” 

“What do you mean it didn’t like you?!” 

“T don’t know! It just... kicked me out or something...” 

“Kicked you out?! All you did was space out for a minute!” 

Ryan got up and quickly shook his head. “Oh forget it! It just won’t 
work.” 

“Ok then...” 

They headed to the other room. 

Surprisingly, the other room seemed to be someone’s bedroom. There 
was a bed, a few bookshelves and a desk. It was incredibly empty. The bed 
didn’t have a mattress on it, the shelves held nothing but dust, and the desk 
was somewhat broken. 

What did stand out though, was the things that’d been carved directly 
into the stone walls of the room, and covered just about every inch of free 
space. Most of the carvings looked like bizarre, twisting fractals, but a given 
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few resembled more rational things, like the crystal in the other room. 

The most noticeable and biggest carving was carved into the wall 
behind the bed. 

It depicted... something, but even after a few minutes of looking at it, 
Ryan couldn’t figure out what. It looked almost like giant flames with 
unsettling, deformed eyes, twisting in bizarre ways, but even then he wasn’t 
sure. Beneath it was a name, probably the artist’s; ‘Lexell’. 

“Hey Ryan, look at this!” Ellie pointed to a list of names that was 
carved into the wall by the bookshelf. The names, in order, were: Kirch, 
Kohoutek, Halley, Borisov, Encke, Neowise, Ison and Bennett. 

Neowise and Ison’s names were crossed out with the word 
‘inaccessible’ written by them, while Bennett’s was circled with 
‘whereabouts unknown’ next to it. Notably, Borisov’s name was crossed out 
as well, with the message beside their name instead saying: ‘Dealt with.’ 

“There’s that name again,” said Ryan. “God. Do you think... this is a 
list of things like Neowise?” 

He shuddered. Somewhere, out in the multiverse, there could be at 
least five other monsters on the loose, wreaking havoc. 

“T think it is, why else would there be a list like this here? Maybe 
whoever this place belongs to is trying to hunt them down and stop them?” 

“Well, if they are, they’re clearly having no luck with those two...” 

“I just hope they’ve taken care of all the others, the last thing we need 
is more cosmic freaks coming after us...” 

“Maybe if we could find whoever lived here, they could help us?” 

Ellie looked around. “I don’t know Ryan, this place looks like it’s been 
abandoned for a long time. I doubt they’re around anymore.” 

“Well, at least I can take a picture... people need to know about this.” 

He snapped a picture of the writing on the wall. After he did, he 
noticed another notable carving. 

Above the desk was a small drawing of nine abstractly drawn people, 
all standing together. Two of them were huddled up in the middle, with 
what looked like a child between them. He couldn’t tell what any of them 
were supposed to be. 

Above the drawing was one word; ‘family.’ 

Ryan sighed and sat down. Looking at that made him realize how 
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much he missed his own family. He hoped his dad wasn’t worrying too 
much about him. 

He tried to reassure himself a little. He’d only been gone for what? 
One or two days now? His dad might be worried, but he wasn’t going to 
assume he was dead quite yet. All they had to do was get back home and... 

That’s when Ryan remembered the situation with Neowise, and the 
trouble with Keshiel. His heart sank. It felt like no matter what he did, 
those two were always in the way of returning back to normal, and what 
could he even do about them? 

He looked up at the list of names again. He wondered if whoever lived 
here went through something similar, and had their normal day to day life 
forcefully taken from them like he did. 

Ryan was sure if he was able to somehow, he’d try and stop Neowise 
and the rest of their kind from wreaking havoc too. 

He looked back to the wall in front of him, and that’s when he noticed 
two familiar faces carved into the wall beside the desk. Two cats, one drawn 
as just an outline, the other fully shaded in, both wearing those bizarre 
scarves they always did. Below it was some almost manically written text: 
‘Always watching. Always, Always, Always, Always.’ 

Ryan felt deeply unsettled, whoever was here before, they were seeing 
them too. Up until now, he thought Connafex and Siglex were just watching 
him and his siblings. The owner of the facility must’ve been relevant to 
whatever they were doing, somehow. 

He found himself thinking about the incident at The Willow Tree 
again and felt himself flinch. Right when he thought he was done with 
thinking about it. All the chaos of earlier managed to get his mind off it for 
a while, but now that things were peaceful again he found his mind drifting 
back to it. The memory felt just as inescapable as Connafex and Siglex’s 
presence. 

Ellie noticed he was feeling gloomy and knelt down next to him. “Hey, 
are you ok?” 

Ryan sighed and buried his face in his hands. He couldn’t keep lying 
to himself, hiding all his feelings. He had to tell someone eventually, but 
how would he even explain it? Nobody else saw what he did, nobody else 
felt themselves dying on that porch. 
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Ellie sat down and wrapped her arm around him. “Hey, It’s ok. I’m 
here, you can tell me.” 

“Ellie... I” he wiped away a few tears. “...something’s been bothering 
me.” 

“Oh? What is it?” 

“T...” he thought about what to say. “I’m... scared... Ellie. I’m really, 
really scared. Back at The Willow Tree, I... I saw myself... no. I felt myself... 
Lno las 

“Tt’s ok, take your time.” 

“Ellie, I... I died on that porch.” 

“What? But you're right here....” 

“T know, it was... in another timeline or something...” 

Ellie looked confused. “Is that what happened back there...?” 

"YOSic. 

“I’m sorry... you must’ve been like, able to tell you did somehow. That 
must’ve been... scary.” 

“No, Ellie, I saw myself die.” 

“Like, a vision or something?” 

“No- Ellie, you don’t understand, I-—” 

Ellie’s communicator began to beep. “Hold on, I think Albin’s trying 
to contact me.” 

Ryan sighed a little. It was useless to try and explain this to anyone, 
wasn’t it? 

Ellie answered her communicator and was immediately greeted with 
Albin panicking on the other end. 

“ELLIE!” screamed Albin, maxing out the speakers on the 
communicator and making Ellie jump. “Oh my god! Oh my god! Oh my 
god! I just saw something! Where are you?! We gotta get outta here!” 

“What?! Albin calm down, what is it?” 

“T- I- I was walking by this window and I saw this tall black thing out 
of the corner of my eye! And then- and then... I saw it again! It’s following 
me! It’s following me! Help!” 

“Ok! Calm down! Where are you right now?” 

“[m- I’m- in this brightly lit hallway with all these big windows.” 
They heard Albin crying like a toddler with a skinned knee. “Help me! 


259 


Please!” 

“Is there this massive hole?” 

“Y-yeah?” 

“Ok, you’re probably nearby, we should see you soon.” 

“Oh thank god!” 

They walked out of the room and back into the hall. Albin was 
nowhere to be seen, but he was probably close. 

Ellie walked up to the glass and flashed her flashlight a few times. “Do 
you see a flashing light?” 

“Yeah! I think so!” 

“That’s me!” 

“Great! P’ll—” Albin stopped talking. “Oh no. Oh no it’s back. It’s back! 
It’s back!” 

“Get out of there!” 

They heard footsteps rapidly approaching and Albin whipped around 
the corner in front of them. 

“Open a gate! Open a gate!!” 

Ryan quickly dug through Claus’s suitcase and grabbed a key. It read: 
‘El1026J: Mortepolis.’ For a random pick, it sounded somewhat promising. 
“Got one!” 

He opened the gate beside him and Albin dove through it without 
even a second of thought. 

Not wanting to find out what was chasing him, they followed him 
through without looking back, leaving the mysterious facility and its 
terrible secrets behind them. 
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CHAPTER 15 


Mortepolis 


Ryan wasn’t sure what he expected, but what looked like the inside of 
a massive derelict building definitely wasn’t it. It immediately became clear 
that it was primarily E class, as a lot of the architecture seemed abstract and 
somewhat pointless. 

They were in a small hallway with white brick walls and white tile 
flooring. The hallway split 3 different ways diagonally, one way leading to a 
dead end, one way leading down an unlit corridor and the other leading out 
into an open area. There was also a hallway behind them, but it led to a 
dead end as well. 

The hallway was lit by fluorescent lights, some of which were 
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flickering. There was absolutely no sign of life, but it was much better than 
the universe they just came from. 

Albin was on the floor catching his breath. 

“Aw man, we're back at school.” said Ellie. 

Ryan chuckled a little and closed the gate. He put the key back in the 
suitcase and passed it to Ellie, who crammed it into her backpack. 

He then helped Albin up and made his way towards the opening. 
“Hopefully someone can help us here...” 

They found themselves in a huge open area. It looked like it was some 
sort of massive lobby for some even larger building. If Ryan had grown up 
with the massive population and architecture your average human from 
Earth did, he surely would’ve compared it to a university or an airport. 

It was a lot dimmer than the hallway, but they could make out the 
area around them very well. In the center of the room was a massive, metal 
globe of some unknown planet, gently reflecting light from an unseen 
source far above them. All around it were balconies of higher levels, but 
with no clear way to get up to them. 

It was all very grey and old looking, like it’d simply been forgotten 
about by its ancient inhabitants, but Ryan knew that wasn’t the case. 

They walked out in front of the globe and looked up at it. 

“I wonder if our planet looks like that,” said Ryan. 

“Probably a lot less grey and hollow...” said Ellie. 

“No, I mean, I wonder if it has giant islands like that. I wonder if we 
lived on a giant island?” 

“Nobody’s really gone out far enough into The Deadlands to find the 
ocean anywhere else, so I doubt we'll ever know.” 

They began to walk over to a corridor on the side of the room. 

“You know what Ryan?” said Albin. “I don’t think I’ve heard you talk 
about Lacy even once since the day you broke up with her.” 

Ryan was surprised, he could’ve sworn he did. “Really? Huh, I guess I 
never noticed.” 

“You haven’t complained or anything! Don’t you miss her?” 

He stopped to think. He tried his best to convince himself he really 
did, that there’d been anything between them at all. But the more he 
thought about it, the more something became clear. He sighed and started 
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walking again. 

“Not at all. To be honest, I...” He trailed off, trying to avoid saying 
what he wanted to say. 

His whole life he’d been led to believe everyone needed a partner, that 
love was the answer to all life’s wrongs. All his life he’d been searching for 
that, hoping it’d give him some sort of happiness or sense of fulfillment. 

But it never felt quite right. All his relationships fell apart; he never 
liked the people he was with, no matter how nice they were. 

He ruined so many friendships by turning them into relationships, 
and watched so many good people walk out of his life. But no matter how 
many times he failed miserably, people kept encouraging him. 

All those words they’d say to him; ‘There’s plenty of fish in the seal’, 
‘Maybe they just weren’t the one for you?’, ‘Maybe it’s just not time yet?’, 
yet nobody knew how alien he felt. 

He’d been waiting so long to find people attractive, to fall in love. But 
as the other kids grew up, got into dumb crushes and got in all sorts of 
trouble, Ryan found himself understanding it even less. 

Over time, he started to think he was broken, that maybe there was 
something wrong with him. He tried to ‘fix’ himself by forcing himself to 
like people, but it never worked. 

He'd tried his best to hide how he really felt all these years, but seeing 
how things were now, there was really no reason to keep it a secret any 
longer. His relationship issues looked like nothing compared to the 
situation they were currently in. 

“You what?” asked Albin. 

Ryan finally gathered the strength to speak. “To be honest, I don’t like 
her. I... never liked her- I don’t like anyone.” 

“What?! ... Then why’d you date her?” 

“T felt like I had to! Everyone at school had a partner, everyone else 
was in a relationship. But really I just... I never really wanted one.” 

They reached the corridor, there was a deep pool of water with a lever 
on the wall beside it. Ellie pulled the lever and a rusty, green metal staircase 
rose up from the water. They began climbing up it, being careful not to slip 
on their way up. 

“T can’t believe you’ve never mentioned this before...” continued 
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Albin. 

“T was too scared to. I swear, I’m broken or something...” 

“No youre not! Ryan, that’s completely normal.” 

“Tt is?!” 

Ellie looked down the staircase at them. “Yes! Ryan, you’re probably 
just aroace or something. They taught us about this in school, how'd you 
not know this?!” 

“They did?” 

“Yes!” 

Ryan recalled the time in grade seven where he skipped three whole 
days of school by pretending to be sick. And how for years, he’d constantly 
sneak his portable game device into class and play it underneath his desk 
instead of paying attention. “Oh...” 

“You didn’t pay attention, did you?” 

“No... uh... didn’t...” 

“This is exactly why yow’re so stupid!” 

They headed up to the top of the stairs and out into yet another 
hallway through a door, which was actually the back of a large locker and 
closed seamlessly behind them. It led out into a cramped storage room 
filled with dusty, old and broken sports equipment. 

Ryan picked up a bat, hoping to find a replacement for his last one, 
but it snapped in half as soon as he held it, the exact same manner his old 
one did. He kicked one of the exercise balls into a cart full of rubber 
dodgeballs and sent dust flying everywhere. 

“If only ’'d brought this up sooner- or just paid attention in class. I 
could’ve avoided so much hurt.” 

“Well, at least you know now! Besides, doesn’t it feel better getting 
that off your chest?” said Ellie, picking up a gym scooter and dusting off the 
top. 

He smiled. “You know, it really does.” 

Ellie kicked open the door to the storage room, unleashing a massive 
cloud of dust and revealing a school-like gym. 

The only difference from an actual school gym being a massive weld 
in the center, which implied the entire thing could open up like a hatch. A 
light was coming from a door on the other side of the gym and cast a small 
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pool of yellowish light onto the orange and white tiled floor. 

Ellie coughed and waved some of the dust out of her face, then ran as 
fast as she could and jumped onto the scooter, cruising off into the 
darkness. 

Even though they were lost, Ryan felt safe being with his siblings. He 
knew they’d always have his back, no matter what. He found himself finally 
starting to let go of everything that’d happened earlier a little, especially 
what had happened back at The Willow Tree. He was here now, alive, and 
in the present, and that’s all that mattered. 

For the first time in a while now, he felt genuinely happy. 

Albin and Ryan walked out into the gym. It looked eerily similar to 
the gym back at their school before it got renovated. 

But before they could take it in any more, Ellie ran over her fingers 
with the scooter and howled in pain. 

“Ellie! Geez, are you ok?” said Albin. 

“No! Dammit!” She yelled, holding her fingers in her other hand. 

Ryan laughed. “This really is like our school.” 

“Oh, shut up!” 

Albin helped Ellie up and she kicked the scooter as hard as she could, 
sending it speeding off into a corner of the darkened gym. 

They walked to the door at the end of the gym and tried to open it, but 
it was locked. They took out their flashlights and looked for a different way 
out. On the right side of the gym, just across from where they came from, 
was another door. They figured it was worth a shot and headed over. 

Ryan shone his light around, revealing a stage and a large metal 
structure that was pressed up against a wall. It was like a wall of ladders. 

Despite how unconventional it might seem, they had something 
similar at their own school; it’d extend outwards from the wall and form a 
large apparatus of monkey bars. Ryan wasn’t too sure what it was supposed 
to be called, or if it had any particular name to begin with. 

They didn’t use it often, though. It almost felt like it was there just for 
the gym teacher to shout at people for climbing it, which was probably why 
the school took it down a few years back. Ryan felt a pang of nostalgia as he 
looked at it. 

Albin looked over at it and scoffed. “God, I always hated when they 
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used that thing.” 

“Why? I thought it was fun!” said Ryan. 

He was almost tempted to finally climb to the very top of it, but he 
knew it was dangerous. Besides, the last thing they needed right now was 
an injury. 

“T don’t know, gym really isn’t my thing.” 

They continued walking and went inside the other room. The room 
appeared to be another storage room, this one housing much bigger 
equipment. There were two sets of dusty metal ladders, one leading to an 
upper level, the other leading to a hatch at the very top of the room. 

“Oh man, not another ladder...” said Ellie. 

Ryan dusted off the bottom bar with his foot. “This one’s shorter, we 
should be fine.” 

Albin walked off into the storage area and dragged a mat to the 
bottom of the ladder. “Just in case.” 

They laughed and began to climb. 

They went through the hatch and into another hall. This hallway had 
red brick walls, and an older looking brick floor. It seemed to go forever in 
both directions, but seeing how there was a light coming from the left, they 
went that way. 

“You know, it’s strange.” said Ryan, helping Albin through the hatch. 
“We've learned so much about ourselves being stranded out here like this.” 

Albin chucked. “Yeah, I’m part angel, you’re aroace, Ellie’s still an 
idiot.” 

“Hey!” shouted Ellie. 

Going down the hall they passed many rooms that looked almost like 
bedrooms, except the wallpaper was peeling off and there was rarely any 
furniture in them. If anything, they were more like prison cells. Some even 
had bars. 

Ellie patted Ryan on the shoulder. “You know, all jokes aside, ’m 
really proud of you for what you just did. ...Even if you only had to do it 
because you slept through class.” 

Ryan smiled. “I’m so glad I did too. Everything makes so much more 
sense now.” 

“Just make sure you pay attention in class next time, you dummy!” 
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she playfully punched his shoulder. 

They reached a short flight of stairs leading to another open area and 
went up them. 

Ryan reached the top of the stairs and looked around. “I swear, I’ve 
had dreams like this.” 

“What, about figuring out your identity?” asked Albin. 

“No- I mean, dreams about exploring places like this. It’s kinda freaky 
actually being here.” 

They were now in an area that looked like the main plaza of a mall, 
but with a lot clearly wrong with it. None of the storefronts had signs and 
the ceiling went up very far. There was the balcony of an upper level visible 
to the right with a large staircase leading up to it. 

Albin looked around. “It kinda reminds me of that time we got out of 
bounds in that racing game over at Aunt Valerie’s. Same sort of feeling.” 

“Yeah, it’s... odd.” 

“Tt’s not helping that nobody’s around either, you sure the key said 
someone was here?” 

“Tm absolutely sure it did!” 

They headed up the second staircase and to the upper level, where 
they walked down a hall and reached an area where yellow plastic tarps 
were screwed into the walls, ceilings and floors. They completely covered 
the hallway, and there was a bit of water on them. 

Ellie stopped. “Maybe someone’s over here? And... they were trying to 
fix a leaky roof or something?” 

Ryan nudged one of the tarps with his foot. “I’m not sure, nothing 
here makes sense...” 

“Well, it’s not really made by anyone, or for anyone,” said Albin. “It’s 
just kind of just... here.” 

“Tf we can’t find anyone soon, we'll just go to another universe. We 
have like what, a hundred gate keys?” 

“But what if nobody’s in any of them? We don’t have a way back 
anymore...” 

“Tm sure we'll find someone.” 

“Either that or...” Ellie snickered. “Someone finds us.” 

Albin shoved her. “Ellie!” 


267 


Ellie laughed. “What, you scared of some boogeyman?” 

“Yes, because there literally was one in that other universe, what if it 
followed us?” 

“Tm sure we would've seen it by now if it did. Besides, whatever it 
was, it was probably just—” Ellie froze, looking at something behind Albin. 

“Tt was probably just... what...?” said Albin nervously. 

“Albin. Don’t. Move.” 

“W-what is it?!” 

Ellie backed up a little. 

“What is it?!” 

Ellie didn’t answer. 

Albin began to panic. “What?! What is it?!” 

“It’s Neowise! He’s right behind you!” 

Albin spun around and backed up, shining his flashlight down the 
hallway, revealing absolutely nothing. 

He only had a few seconds to realize what just happened before Ellie 
slammed into him, knocking him clean off his feet and into the nearest 
puddle. He landed face first and got soaked head to toe. 

Ryan and Ellie burst into laughter. 

“T hate you...” grumbled Albin as he got back up again. 

“You're more gullible than I thought!” said Ellie. 

“Oh, shut up!” 

They continued down the damp, tarp filled hall, trying their best not 
to slip as they walked. After a few twists and turns, they came out into 
another opening. 

This area was a bit smaller, but a lot more inviting. It was more well 
lit and had street lights illuminating the path in front of them. It was almost 
like a miniature city that’d been built within another, larger building. 

Some of the buildings had doors where they shouldn’t have been, 
balconies with no clear way to get to them or stairs that went directly into 
walls. But aside from all that, it was mostly normal. 

Ryan leaned against a wall to catch his breath. “Whew... Can we stop 
for a bit? My legs are killing me...” 

“Sure.” Ellie stopped and sat down. 

“Thanks...” Ryan sat down, taking a few deep breaths and looking up 
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at the ceiling. 

Albin began to pace around, but not in an anxious way. It looked 
more or so like he was trying to keep his feet busy. Albin always seemed to 
have an odd amount of energy... maybe it was the fact he was a nephil? 
Ryan wasn’t sure. 

After what felt like a month of Sundays, and maybe a few Mondays 
too, Ellie took out her water bottle and went to take a drink of it. 

But as she did, she scowled, realizing the lid had become loose, and 
that all it’s contents had spilled out. “Damnit.” 

“What is it?” asked Albin. 

“My water bottle leaked, that’s what...” 

“Shoot...” Albin took out his water bottle. “I still have some left, if 
you—” 

“Oh I am absolutely not drinking out of your water bottle. Gross.” 

Albin put his hand on his hip and looked around. “Well... if you want 
to drink the water out in the hall, you can be my guest. But if you catch 
something weird, there’s no treating it while we’re—” 

“Tt wasn’t even water anyways, it was club soda.” 

Ryan woke up a little, baffled. “Why would you drink water flavored 
pop?!” 

“Tt’s not water flavored pop you moron! It’s just like, carbonated 
water.” 

“But why are you drinking it on a trip?!” 

“T didn’t think we’d be gone this long! I just wanted something nice 
for once! I didn’t bring much else anyways, just some CDs.” Ellie paused for 
a minute. “Hold on, I need to check something.” 

“What is it?” 

She began digging through her bag, which in fact, held an alarming 
amount of CDs and a CD player. 

She opened up a compartment inside, and pulled out her bottle of 
medication. 

She shook it, and it made no sound. “Shit.” 

“What happened?” asked Albin. 

She opened it up and shook it upside down. “Shit! My meds ran out, 
that’s what... god, I thought I wasn’t hearing them shake around 
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anymore...” 

“Oh no... do you think you'll be ok?” 

She stared at the empty bottle. 

“Ellie?” 

“If we get home soon, yeah. I’m feeling fine now, though. Damnit, out 
of all the times I had to run out...” 

“T hope we get out of here soon...” 

“Same, I’m absolutely sick of this...” 

Ryan sleepily watched Albin pace back and forth, thinking about 
nothing but how terribly sore his feet were. 

Then, for whatever reason, Albin stopped in his tracks, listening for 
something. “Wait, do you hear that?” 

Ryan and Ellie sat up a little, listening for it. Part of Ryan almost 
expected to hear the sound of Keshiel’s jet approaching somehow, but that 
of course wasn’t the case. 

There was a faint sound coming from what looked like a bookstore of 
some sort. The glass doors were wide open and a light poured out from 
inside. It was hard to tell what exactly the sound was, but it was the first 
sign of life they'd found in an otherwise dead and lifeless universe. 

Ryan got up. “Hey! I think someone might be here!” he ran over to the 
store. “Hello? Hey! Is anyone there? We need help!” 

Ellie got up and followed him. “Hey, wait up!” 

There was no response from the store, but now that he was closer he 
could kind of figure out what the sound he heard was. 

It sounded like the hum of a gate. He could’ve sworn something 
sounded off about it, like it was a pitch or two too low, but it was probably 
just him. 

“Did you hear anyone?” asked Albin, walking up next to him. 

“Nope, quiet. But I think I heard a gate or something.” said Ryan. 

“Hopefully we can at least rest a bit in there...” 

They went inside the bookstore. 

Inside there were all sorts of weapons and devices inside that clearly 
weren't part of the universe. The inside was kept clean, and there was 
minimal dust- or books. It looked like the bookstore had been used as some 
sort of base, but had been very recently abandoned for whatever reason. 
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Someone had been there, but there was no trace of them now. 

Albin jumped and turned around “Did you hear that?!” 

“Hear what?” asked Ellie. 

“Tt sounded like a scream or something.” 

“T didn’t hear anything, it was probably just you.” 

“No I swear! I heard something that sounded like a scream from over 
there.” He pointed to a dark corridor outside. 

“Again, it’s probably nothing.” 

Ryan found a helmet on the ground, he picked it up to get a better 
look at it. 

It looked nothing like the ones the angels in Lucidus’ army wore, but 
he could tell it was similar technology. It was made of the same metallic 
material, just with a gold tint. 

There was a massive scratch mark across it that went deep into the 
metal. Whatever slashed it wasn’t messing around, he just hoped whatever 
it was was long gone now. 

He put the helmet down and kicked it away. When he did, he heard a 
commotion on the floor above, almost like something was flailing around. 

He looked up at the ceiling. “I think someone’s upstairs.” 

“Oh thank god, I wanna get out of here already...” said Albin, who was 
noticeably tense. 

They walked around until they found a small wooden stairwell going 
up to a higher level. 

The upper level looked a lot more habitable than the one below. There 
were a few couches, chairs, tables and even a bookshelf with books neatly 
placed in it. There were more devices installed in various places, but Ryan 
didn’t have a clue what any of them were for. 

However, it became increasingly obvious something had gone wrong 
as they explored. Some of the tables were knocked over and one even had a 
massive slash mark through it. The carpet had a stain on it from... 
something. Despite the noises only moments ago, nobody was around. 

They were about to head back downstairs and keep looking, when 
Ryan spotted a glowing coming from around the corner. It was where the 
hum of the gate he heard was coming from. 

“Hey I think someone opened a gate over there!” He ran around the 
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corner and immediately spotted it. 

A blue gate, levitating just off the ground the way all of them did. But 
he soon realized something was very wrong with it. 

Instead of the doorway-like shape every gate had, this gate was a lot 
wider and seemed a little unstable. The glow from it flickered like a candle 
and the hum was ever so slightly deeper than normal. 

But against his better judgement, Ryan ignored his fears. He wasn’t 
going to pass up a chance to find help. Besides, this was probably just some 
different type of gate Claus didn’t tell them about. They came in different 
colours, why not different shapes as well? 

Ellie came around the corner. “Nice find!” 

“Someone must've just left!” said Ryan. “If we follow them now we 
should be able to catch them!” 

Ryan was about to leap into it when Albin stopped him. 

“Wait, something’s a bit off about this one.” he said, pulling him back 
from it. 

“So what? It’s just a little weirdly shaped and I knew I heard someone 
up here!” 

“It... just looks a little unstable, that’s all.” 

“Come on, we can’t lose this chance to find help!” 

“Yeah but, we don’t even know who left this here. It could be anyone, 
Ryan.” 

Ellie put her hand on her hip “Oh, come on Albin! Why do you gotta 
get so worked up over everything? It’s just a weird shape!” 

“T’ve just got a bad feeling about this.” 

“You're just nervous, it’s ok!” 

“No! No it isn’t! I said this same thing when he brought back Neowise 
but none of you listened, and now look where we are! God only knows what 
hell we’re gonna be stepping into on the other side of that thing!” 

“That was just one thing! For god’s sake Albin you can’t just judge 
everything off the vibe it gives you!” 

“You need to listen to me! My gut has not been wrong so far. Just pick 
out another key and we'll keep searching.” 

“But we could’ve found someone right here! Quit being such a 
coward, will you?” 
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Ryan looked back at the gate. Those two could continue arguing like 
that for hours, and that gate would only be open for so long. 

On one hand, they could find help on the other side. Chances are, 
whoever it was had a key back to Claus’s office and a few friends with them. 

On the other hand, even though the gate could be perfectly fine, there 
was no denying something bad happened where they were. All the 
destroyed furniture, the slash marks on the helmet and the table, the 
scream Albin might've heard. Was it worth the risk? 

He looked back at Albin and Ellie, who were still arguing, then back at 
the gate again. If he passed up this chance, would he ever get another? 
Would they never find another sign of life and keep aimlessly venturing 
until they starved to death? Could he afford to play it safe? 

He took a deep breath and prepared himself for whatever he was 
getting himself into. He had to take the risk, there was no other way. 

“Tm going through.” 

Albin immediately stopped arguing with Ellie. “Ryan! NO!! Wait!” 

He tried to grab him but it was already too late. 

Ryan leapt through the gate and into the unknown of the other world. 
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CHAPTER 16 


The shape of eternity 


Almost immediately, he could tell something was very different about 
the gate. Time seemed to pause as Ryan lost all awareness of his 
surroundings- there simply was none to be aware of anymore. He must’ve 
been in some sort of abstract transitional space between universes where 
time and space simply didn’t work how they used to. 

He couldn’t understand why, but something about all of it felt... 
sketchy, maybe the gate was a counterfeit of sorts? He tried not to worry 
too much about it. 

Ryan patiently waited for what felt like forever, if time even had any 
meaning where he was. He feared he’d be stuck in the darkness forever- but 
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something strange began to happen. 

Ryan became horrifically aware of everything around him, as if some 
sort of effect had just worn off. How hadn’t he noticed it earlier? 

All around him were people. 

And they were all himself, frozen in the same position he was floating 
in. 

Using a considerable amount of strength, he managed to turn his 
head and look around. The other versions of himself were faint, and grew 
darker and darker the further into the distance they went, almost like one 
would see if they were to stand in-between two mirrors. 

To his left, Ryan could see younger versions of himself. They got 
progressively younger and younger the further into the distance they went, 
ranging from him just a few minutes ago, to himself as a newborn child. 

Curiously, beyond that, though it was faint, Ryan could see an angel, 
wearing that same uniform he was used to seeing every one of them wear. 
They looked heavily wounded, covered in blood, and their wings had been 
quite brutally torn apart, but they wore a peaceful, calm expression. Even 
though he’d never seen them before, there was an odd familiarity about 
them. Part of him wished there was a way he could talk to them. 

That angel had it’s own versions of itself too, and beyond that were 
other beings, with their own versions. They went so far into the distance 
that he couldn’t make out shapes anymore, and they created a spiral 
leading to a light deep within in the darkness. 

Now dangerously curious, Ryan looked the other way. 

The other direction was much more complicated, the versions of 
himself branching off many different ways. If he had to guess, it was his 
future, and it was constantly shifting around, changing what was directly in 
front of him, making it impossible to see what could possibly be happening 
in the next hour or so. Because of this, Ryan decided to look into the 
distance instead. 

He saw many, many things in the distance. 

He saw himself wrapped in chains, within an inch of his life. 

He saw himself as part of some sort of unrecognizable amalgamation. 

He saw himself dressed completely in white and red with a rugged 
appearance. 
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He saw himself with wings and a halo, dressed more fancily than he’d 
seen anyone dress before in his life. 

He saw himself encased in ice, staying that way as far as he could see 
into the distance. 

He saw himself turned into an unexplainable shadow that seemed to 
move even in the frozen state it was in now. 

He saw himself, grey, and with a robotic appearance, his head having 
been swapped out for a diamond shaped one. 

He saw himself dying, getting slowly dissolved into nothing, himself 
turned to ash, torn in half, turned to stone, turned to glass, starving to 
death... 

He saw himself... with a look of terror unlike anything he’d ever seen 
before on anyone or anything, and then nothing, without any new life 
following it after. 

But not once did he see himself as an old man, no matter how hard he 
looked. 

Was... he really going to die young like he thought? 

He desperately searched, trying to find an ending to his life where he 
died any age above the one he was now... 

And that’s when he saw it. 

He wasn’t sure what ‘it’ was, exactly, it was very far off, but it couldn’t 
of possibly been him. It definitely wasn’t supposed to be here. 

It was somehow staring at him with fiery red eyes, and was cloaked in 
flames, hunched over like some sort of wild animal. 

And just as he looked at it, it erupted into incredibly bright pink-ish 
purple flames. He couldn't look at it, it was brighter than the sun. It let out 
a scream-like shriek, and began to rush towards him at a terrifyingly fast 
speed. 

Even if it was quite a ways away still, he could feel the intense heat 
from it even from here. It was already unbearably hot, like standing directly 
in front of a raging fire, how much worse would it be when it got closer? 
What would it even do to him? Why was it here? How was it here? 

What even was it? 

Ryan began to feel dizzy, and felt a pull forwards, like some invisible 
force grabbing onto him. His head was forced back into the proper position, 
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and he could only wonder how close the firey being could be, as it was now 
completely out of his field of vision. 

Next thing he knew, his awareness of everything around him 
vanished, and he felt as if he was falling. 

Then, he was landing on his feet in the other universe. 

“AAAGH!!” He struggled to catch his balance and prevent himself 
from plunging face first into the ground, throwing his hands out in front of 
himself. 

He landed on his hands and knees, feeling very disorientated. What in 
the world just happened? 

Once both his feet were firmly planted on the ground again, he took a 
moment to catch his breath, his hands on his knees. He must’ve forgotten 
he was heading to another universe. What was he doing here again? Oh 
right, looking for help! 

He turned on his flashlight and looked around, trying to focus on his 
surroundings instead of the bizarre situation he was just in. 

Or... did it even happen at all? It was already fading from his memory, 
as if it was nothing but a vivid nightmare on a calm summer’s morning. 
Well, whatever it was, he was sure it wouldn’t matter. 

Where he was standing now was dark, almost pitch black. The air was 
humid, but cold and sterile, and had a greasy metallic scent, almost like 
what one would smell around old machinery. The ground below him was 
oddly soft, but remained mostly stiff underneath his feet. 

It was like a cave of some sort, and the walls and floor were all made 
of the same odd white material. There was a sound coming from seemingly 
everywhere, but he couldn’t tell what it was. Was it talking? Was it 
footsteps? Was it... breathing? 

He listened closely, trying to figure out what it was. It was multiple 
sounds, all faint, but coming from every direction around him. The sounds 
seemed to be artificial sounding hisses, and some sort of movement or 
shifting around, almost like sifting sand. 

There was... something else as well, but he was certain he’d have to 
get closer to fully make it out. 

To say the least, this universe was very unnerving. He was already 
starting to regret coming here. 
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But it only became clear how absolutely wrong it was, when he 
realized the gate had immediately closed behind him as soon as he went 
through. 

His siblings didn’t have time to follow him, they were still in the other 
universe. 

He was now completely alone in a mysterious and unsettling universe 
with absolutely no way back. 

But he wasn’t about to panic quite yet, he did hear someone upstairs 
and there was absolutely no other place they could’ve gone besides here. 

“Hello?” 

There was no response. 

Dejected, he decided to just start walking. Hopefully whoever was 
here would be willing to take him back. Besides, maybe that other sound he 
heard was the person he was looking for? He decided to look for whatever 
was making it first, and followed the direction of the sound. 

Though, Ryan couldn’t shake the feeling he’d made a terrible, terrible 
mistake. Something was very wrong about this place. The scratch marks on 
the helmet and the table, the stain on the carpet, the way the gate looked, 
the transition between universes, that thing he saw, and how the gate had 
just immediately closed behind him. He was such an idiot! He should’ve 
just listened to Albin! 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw something small and black move, 
but it was gone by the time he focused on it. He shook it off, he didn’t hear 
anything, so it was probably just his imagination. 

Ryan tried his best to look on the bright side, like he usually did. At 
least it wasn’t Neowise. Neowise was still back in K52L, so there was no way 
he could hurt him here. 

But thinking about that only made him worried about his family back 
home. And really, now that he thought about it, maybe Neowise wasn’t the 
best thing to be thinking about when he was trying to calm himself down, 
either. 

So he cleared his mind and tried to think of something else. Maybe 
the person that was here was friendly and would lead him back to his 
siblings? Maybe they had some food on them they’d be willing to share? 
Hopefully something good and not some old frozen sandwich. He could 
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really go for something like a cheeseburger or a pizza right about now. 

Ryan was starting to realize how hungry he was. 

His communicator started to ring and made him jump. He’d 
completely forgotten about his communicator! He took it out of his bag and 
answered it. 

It was Ellie. “Ryan! What happened? Are you ok?” 

“T don’t know! The gate just closed behind me on its own, and there’s 
nobody here. I’m fine though, don’t worry.” 

“Where are you? What does it look like?” 

“T don’t know. It’s like some sort of cave but... kinda weird. I can’t 
explain it.” 

“Do you have any keys on you?” 

“None...” 

“Oh no...” He could tell Ellie was a little panicked just from her tone 
of voice. “Just uh... hang in there, we’re gonna try to get to you... 
somehow!” 

Ellie hung up and Ryan kept walking. 

As he continued walking, he noticed he was getting noticeably closer 
to the source of the noise he heard earlier, and finally got a clear idea of 
where it was coming from. It was coming from a nearby wall, and sounded 
like it was almost... inside of it. That couldn’t’ve been right, it sounded far 
too... alive. 

He walked up to the wall. The sound was definitely coming from 
inside of it somewhere, but it was still too muffled to make out properly, 
almost like talking coming from another room. 

He braced himself. As much as he hated to do this, it was necessary. 

He put his ear against the wall and its gross texture, and listened 
closely. 

When he heard it, it was almost as if he’d been turned to stone. What 
it was had become undeniable. 

It was the muffled sounds of somebody thrashing around, screaming 
in agony and crying desperately for help. 

And it was most certainly coming from inside of something. 

His communicator rang again, this time scaring the living daylights 
out of him. He stumbled away from the wall and picked up, this time it was 
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Albin. 

“Hey, there’s something here with us. We’re going to head to a 
different universe, is that alright?” 

“Uh- y-yeah, there’s... not much I can do here anyways. What’s going 
on?” 

“T-It’s this weird, slender white thing, and its face is covered in blood. 
It knows we're here. Ryan... I... I think it came from the universe you're in, I 
saw it come from a gate almost exactly like the one you just jumped 
through. Be careful. Please.” 

He nervously looked around the ‘cave’ he was in. “T’ll... try.” 

...What was he walking on, anyways? 

He knelt down and felt the ground below him. It was fleshy, like some 
sort of creature, but also cold and rough like sandpaper. 

He then realized why the ground had been so uneven, and why he was 
hearing screams coming from inside the walls. The entire cave was made up 
of thousands of creepy, amalgamated creatures, and they’d just finished a 
hunt. 

Everything around him was alive and could pounce on him at any 
moment. But thankfully, none of them seemed to be awake for now. He 
hoped it’d stay that way. 

“Oh no.” 

“Ryan, what is it?” asked Albin. 

“Albin, I gotta go. Don’t try and contact me.” 

“What?” 

“This entire cave is alive.” 

“WHAT?!” 

He hung up, put his communicator in his pocket and continued 
walking. What if he walked into a trap and was about to be torn to shreds?! 
He looked around nervously. His communicator kept ringing over and over 
again, but he ignored it. He absolutely had to focus. 

Well, it could be worse, he thought to himself. They could be awake 
and trying to kill him. 

He turned a corner, and for the first time in about eight or so 
minutes, saw something that wasn’t one of the weird creatures. He entered 
a small corridor and found some things lying on the ground, things that 
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used to belong to someone. There was a weird growth around all of it, and 
they seemed to be slowly sinking into the ground. He walked over to 
investigate 

He found a helmet similar to the one he saw back at the bookstore, 
some sort of device for communication and... a gate key! He was saved! 

He happily picked it up, snapping it free from the bizarre nerve-like 
growths that were actively surrounding it and peeling them off. The key was 
to OK997K: ‘Jungle of lights’. That at least sounded promising. 

He contacted Albin. “I found a key! It leads to OK997K, meet me 
there!” 

“Oh thank god! I'll tell Ellie.” 

He put his communicator back in his pocket. He calmed down a little 
and prepared himself for whatever area he was about to go through. 

He wasn’t really sure what a jungle was- he’d never seen the word 
before, but he was sure he’d be able to figure it out. Anywhere had to be 
better than this place. 

Ryan smiled and triumphantly opened the gate in front of him. 

As he did, he felt the ground moving below him. 

He turned around and saw thousands of sets of eyes, all staring at 
him. 

Him opening the gate had caught the attention of the entire cave. 

Ryan jumped, alarmed. “GAH!” 

The creatures hissed loudly and began getting up, they separated 
from each other, dropped down from the ceiling, crawled out from the walls 
and began to charge towards him. No two of them looked alike, but they 
were all ghastly white and had gaping maws full of very sharp, needle-like 
teeth. 

The ones below him grabbed onto his legs and tried to drag him 
downwards. He desperately fought them off and made his way over to the 
gate. 

He kicked one of the monsters off of him just as it bit down hard on 
his leg and leapt through. 
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He landed face first on the muddy ground of a vibrant jungle. While it 
was like any old jungle, not being too different from the ones you'd be used 
to Gust with some much, much bigger trees and tons of glowing plant life), 
this was incredibly surreal to Ryan. 

Vesta had no jungles, and the forest never got even close to this 
dense. It was so much more lush than anything he’d seen before in his life, 
but there was no time to take it in. 

He got up as quickly as he could to close the gate behind him, but not 
before one of the monsters made it through. 

He froze in terror as it began to hiss at him. It was like a snake aside 
from its two large bird-like legs, and complete lack of scales. It looked like 
some sort of horrendous deep sea creature he’d hear about back home, 
except much bigger, and much worse. 

It hissed again, this time in a much louder and much more menacing 
way and began to chase him 

He ran as fast as he could, jumping over logs and forcing his way 
through the dense greenery. It was hard to run with his leg the way it was, 
but he couldn’t afford to slow down. Whatever it was, it’d surely tear him to 
shreds if it caught him. 

It jumped onto a large tree and leapt off of it, growing an extra set of 
legs to try and pounce on him with. Ryan narrowly dodged it, causing it to 
crash straight into a rock, but this just caused it to split into two identical 
creatures. 

Whatever it was, it hardly seemed affected by anything it plowed 
through. If that was the case, what could he possibly do to escape it? 

As Ryan ran through the woods, he saw Siglex, all alone, effortlessly 
leaping from tree to tree. They were following the chase, watching him. 

He felt a feeling of dread wash over him. Last time Siglex showed up 
on their own like that, something terrible had happened. He hoped he’d be 
alright. He prayed he’d be alright. 

He ran past a tree and leapt over a log while looking behind him. Both 
of the monsters were still hot on his heels. 

When he looked back, he just barely stopped himself before he went 
right off a steep cliff and into the forest below. One of the monsters 
slammed into him full force, sending him flying off. 
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He screamed as he spun through the air, plummeting to the ground. 
As he fell, he was hit with a terrifying realization. 

He was going to die. 

Right now. 

Either by falling to his death, or being torn to bits by the monsters. 
He prayed it’d be the former. Maybe that’d be less painful? 

The two monsters leapt after him, growing bug-like wings and trying 
to attack him in the air as he fell. They grabbed at him and tossed him 
around, dropping him every time as he slipped through their claws. Every 
time they caught him, they slashed at his face and torso, leaving deep 
wounds all over. 

Ryan tried to protect himself the best he could, fight them off, but 
none of it mattered. The monsters were easily ten times his strength and 
tore through his flesh with ease no matter what he did. Besides, he was 
falling to his death. Only a miracle could save him now. 

He fell into a tree and crashed through the branches, getting scrapes 
and bruises all over, and losing both his backpack and his hat in the 
process. 

He slammed into the ground below, landing hard on his back, and 
heard a sickening noise, almost like a snap. It was immediately followed by 
a nauseatingly painful sensation all over. He didn’t want to know what he 
just broke. 

He only had a few split seconds to think before the monsters came 
right down after him. He could only watch helplessly as they prepared to 
pounce on him. He couldn’t get up, he found himself too scared and hurt to 
move. 

They landed, sinking their claws into his chest and began tugging him 
back and forth, trying to tear him apart. Even more pain surged all through 
his body. 

He tried to call for help, but nothing happened, he’d gotten the wind 
knocked out of him from the fall. It was pointless anyways, who was around 
to hear him? 

Eventually one of the monsters pulled Ryan from the other one’s 
grasp and sunk its teeth deep into his leg, biting right through his bones. It 
pinned down his head under one of its feet and tugged at him harder and 
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harder. 

He could feel the bones in his legs pop out of place, and the tendons 
holding them together begin to rip and snap one by one. He wished 
desperately he could scream. 

He feared he’d be torn in half, but then monster abruptly let go. It 
looked around, having noticed something, then moved off of him and fused 
with the other one, running off into the woods. 

It was gone for now, and Ryan found himself alone. 

He couldn't just die here, he couldn’t just let that happen- especially 
when the alternative was being torn to shreds. He had to do something. 

He tried to move his arms and drag himself across the forest floor, 
and found he could just barely move them. Using a significant amount of 
effort, he began to painstakingly move himself- to where, he wasn’t sure. 
Just anywhere but here. Anywhere he could go unseen. 

The minutes felt like hours, his wounds gaping, leaving a trail of 
blood behind him. He was almost to an opening underneath a tree he could 
just barely fit into, when he heard the last sound he wanted to hear. 

Something landed behind him, and it hissed. 

Before he could even think, a set of teeth were around his legs once 
again. It pulled him away from the tree and threw him into the air, catching 
him in it’s mouth and holding him by his torso. He felt its teeth sink deep 
into his chest and back as it ran to somewhere else in the jungle. There was 
no escape now. 

Ryan was absolutely certain he was about to die. He was covered in 
his own blood and absolutely everything hurt like hell. He wanted to 
scream, maybe even beg the monster for mercy, but no sound would come 
out. All he could do was quietly accept the fate he had in store for him. 

He could feel his limbs going numb, his mind starting to slip. Blood 
was pouring down his face, out of his mouth, out of all his wounds. Every 
bone in his body was in agony, he was sure he’d broken several of them 
from the fall alone. 

He could barely breathe, not only because the monster’s teeth had 
punctured his lungs, but because he was starting to drown in his own blood. 
He didn’t want to die, not like this. 

The monster set him down and bit into him, this time from the side, 
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trying to tear his ribcage open. It all hurt so much, he prayed it’d be over 
soon. He knew in his heart it wouldn’t be long. 

It was about to rip him apart when something stopped it. What was it, 
some sort of light? He couldn’t tell. Everything was blurring, he could 
hardly make out anything. The monster let go of him and went after 
something else. 

He saw something small and white walk up next to him and sit down, 
what was it, a cat? Was it... Connafex? Ryan tried to cry for help, but only a 
quiet, agonized groan came out. He knew it'd be no use anyways, Connafex 
wouldn’t help him. He was going to die here, on the floor of the jungle, 
mangled and torn, succumbing to his wounds. 

As Connafex walked away, he heard his communicator ringing in his 
pocket. He thought about his siblings and teared up a little. They didn’t 
know. They’d never know what happened to him, or worse, they’d find his 
mutilated, bloody corpse on the ground. He was so stupid! Why didn’t he 
just listen to Albin? Why did he have to go through that gate? 

He began to cry. To believe that time he spent running from Keshiel 
with his siblings was the last moments he’d ever get to spend with them. He 
already missed them so much. 

If he’d known, he was sure he would’ve appreciated his time alive so 
much more. He wished he got a chance to say goodbye, to tell them how 
much he loved them one last time, but it was too late now. He just hoped 
they could find a way home and back to Dad without him. 

Everything was starting to get cold, the pain making way for 
numbness, his breaths growing shorter and weaker. As Ryan thought about 
his dad, he cried even harder. His dad would never know either, would he 
think Keshiel killed him? Would he still think he was still alive? 

...Would he look for him? 

He thought of all the times he had back at home with his family. 
Those ordinary days where nothing went wrong, no angels came to kill 
them, no soul eating monsters ruined their lives, and they could live out 
their days in peace. 

He thought of those nights he and his siblings would stay up playing 
video games together, fall asleep on the couch and wake up in their beds the 
next morning. The nights they spent watching the stars on the beach 
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outside their house, the adventures they'd have with each other in the 
woods, the games they’d play with each other during lunch at school, the 
times their dad would take them out fishing in the harbor, the times they’d 
build massive snow forts and then destroy them, the long road trips they’d 
go on with everyone. He’d miss all of it so, so much. 

That view of Uniacke from the water he was so used to, the sunsets in 
the harbor he so dearly loved, the dandelions growing in between the 
concrete just as spring began, the early morning sun showers on the way to 
school, the beautiful autumn leaves. To believe he’d seen it all for the last 
time without knowing. 

He could feel himself slipping away, his consciousness was starting to 
fade as the numbness took over more and more. He couldn’t hold on any 
longer, but in the state he was in, was that really such a bad thing? 

As he got weaker, he recalled one of his favourite memories. 

He remembered the time he won his school team a game by scoring a 
home run, the first and only one he’d ever managed to do. He remembered 
the crowd cheering, the momentary feeling of disbelief. That blissful feeling 
of finally winning after countless losses. His whole team was around him, 
praising him. 

But the best part of all had to be after the game, when his dad took 
the whole family out for a celebratory dinner. His dad was so proud of him, 
complimenting his skills and talking about how happy he made him the 
entire walk over. The praise felt almost surreal, he was never used to this 
much positive attention. 

Usually when all eyes were on him, he’d done something stupid again 
and gotten himself hurt. It felt bitter remembering that now. He never 
changed at all, did he? 

When they arrived at the restaurant Ellie, who usually insulted him 
for his losing, instead gave him an incredibly hard pat on the back and 
congratulated him. She was always so mean and tough these days, almost 
as if she was trying to live up to some expectation someone had set for her- 
probably her friends’. 

And yet, there she was, being sweet and caring- not because he’d 
broken an ankle or nearly froze to death in a lake, just because she wanted 
to be. It was just like she was when they were younger, before they started 
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having huge quarrels with each other and grew distant. He couldn’t believe 
he was missing her out of all people. 

Even Albin was somewhat lively, excitedly talking about all sorts of 
things. Albin was always so isolated, so quiet. He was always off doing his 
own thing, drawing, reading, or watching the radio. Almost any 
conversation with him had to be started by someone else, as he was often 
too nervous to start any himself. 

And yet, on that day, he’d managed to keep a conversation. They 
learned so much about him just from that night alone. In a way, he was 
thankful for the chaos of the past few days- it’d given Albin an excuse to talk 
to them for once. He hoped he wouldn’t miss him too much, just thinking 
about his little brother being sad broke his heart. 

Ryan and his team were the ones who won, but it made his family so 
happy. It had to be the best day of his life. He felt so loved, so cherished. 

He managed a slight smile. It’d been a good life, even if the last few 
days were as chaotic as they were, and even if it was ending so early. 

He prayed his siblings would be able to go back to a normal life after 
all this, that Neowise wouldn’t be an issue. 

He knew things would never truly be the same without him there, but 
he at least hoped they could be happy again. That was all he wanted really, 
for his family to be happy. 

His worries faded as his thoughts drifted into unmeaning and grew 
quieter and quieter. He could feel everything getting colder, it wouldn’t be 
much longer now. 

As everything began to drift into darkness, he heard his 
communicator ringing again. 

But it wouldn’t matter. 

Nothing mattered anymore. 

Ryan used the last of his strength to close his eyes and felt himself 
peacefully drifting away. 
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CHAPTER 17 


Ryan was at home, sitting in the living room. 

After rubbing his eyes, he stretched, feeling a bit odd. It was a typical 
summer afternoon, watching the radiovision. 

The sun was shining outside, birds were singing, and a gentle golden 
light was flowing through the windows as the sun hung lower and lower in 
the sky. 

He was on the couch under a blanket, his head resting comfortably on 
a pillow. 

He got comfortable again. Thank goodness, it was all just a dream. He 
was more alive than ever, and in his favourite place in the whole wide 
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world. 

He laid there for a minute, wondering how he could’ve possibly 
thought any of that was real. Other universes, angels, soul eating monsters? 
It scared him to think what wild things must’ve been going on with his head 
after the long day he’d just endured for it to ever come up with something 
so bizarre subconsciously. 

He relaxed. He was home, school was finally done with, and he had all 
the time in the world to do whatever he wanted. 

His dad looked over at him and smiled. “Hey Ryan!” he laughed. “You 
must’ve drifted off there. Didn’t sleep enough last night?” 

“T guess not...” said Ryan. 

“That’s alright, you’ve got the whole summer ahead of you! Relax, get 
all the rest you need.” 

“Thank you.” he smiled. 

That must’ve been what happened. When he got home, he’d been so 
exhausted that shortly after he sat down with his dad, he’d drifted asleep. 

Ellie nudged him. “Breakups must be tiring, huh? Surprised you 
aren’t falling asleep all the time!” 

“Oh come on!” spat Ryan. “I already told you I’m aroace!” 

Ellie just laughed at him, like she usually did. 

He rubbed his eyes. “God... I just had the strangest dream.” 

“What was it?” asked Albin. 

“I don’t know, I think...” Ryan tried his best to remember, it was 
already fading from his memory, so only bits and pieces of it were able to be 
recalled. “OK! I got it, some man tried to take you in the middle of the night 
and kidnapped dad.” 

“Oh geez, that sounds like a nightmare to me...” 

“That’s not even all of it, next we...” a large portion of what happened 
was missing from his memory. “I don’t know, we were in... another universe 
I think? I accidentally woke up this... monster- I can’t remember their 
name, but I know they ate souls. They ended up in our world somehow and 
I got in a lot of trouble for it.” 

Ellie smirked. “I mean, makes sense. I’d be pretty mad if you woke me 
up too.” 

Ryan laughed, then continued. “I don’t know what happened to the 
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monster, they just kinda... stayed there. Next we...” he thought hard, trying 
his best to recollect most of the dream. He just barely remembered 
something about a large building deep underwater before it slipped from 
his memory completely. “We found this weird, abandoned city with all 
these people made of glass, and... something happened to Ellie. I can’t 
remember what, but she was upset.” 

“Maybe you woke me up?” 

He stifled a laugh. “Oh, stop! Anyway, then we ended up in this 
massive, abandoned version of... I think our school? We went into the 
library and then I got attacked by this... thing. The dream ended with me 
dying, it felt really real.” 

“God, I knew the librarian was cranky, but that’s just insane!” 

Ryan finally caved and burst into laughter. “Ok, you got me!” 

“Ok, but seriously, it must feel some nice to wake up alive after a 
dream like that.” 

“You have no idea...” 

Albin leaned over to look at their dad. “Hey Dad,” 

“Yeah?” responded Christopher. 

“When are we getting ready for the camping trip?” 

Christopher glanced up at the nearby clock on the wall. “Oh, in a few 
minutes. I just have to finish these dishes first.” 

“Alright.” Albin got up. “I’d better get my things, then.” 

Ryan turned his attention to the TV as he waited for Albin to come 
back. There was some sort of show on involving C.Q Jackson and Krista. 
They seemed to be roaming around Uniacke, this time trying to promote 
some sort of play that was happening at a nearby theater. 

Albin came back downstairs with his bag. “Alright, I’m all set!” 

“That was quick.” said Ellie. 

Christopher was already done the dishes. “Great! Ellie, Ryan, how 
about you?” 

Ellie grabbed her bag, which was next to her. “All set.” 

Ryan got up. “Hold on, I’ve just got to get my things from upstairs.” 

He went upstairs. When he entered his room, for whatever reason, he 
couldn’t find his bag. That was odd, he could’ve sworn it was in here 
somewhere. He’d gone upstairs and dropped it by his bed when he went up 
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there to relax, just shortly after he got back home. He must’ve forgotten 
something because of his nap... 

Either way, there was things he needed to grab here before he left. He 
packed the usual for a trip like this, his camera, radio, flashlight, and a 
change of clothes. 

Once he was done, after struggling to carry all his things at once, he 
brought everything downstairs and dropped them onto the coffee table. 
Then, he continued his search for his bag. 

Christopher followed him around a little, then spoke. “What’cha 
lookin’ for?” 

Ryan checked behind the couch, just in case Ellie was being a jerk 
again. “My bag.” 

“Oh, I see. Haven’t seen it around, sorry.” He looked up at Ellie and 
Albin. “Have you two seen it anywhere?” 

“Yeah, it’s by the radiovision stand.” said Albin. 

“Thanks!” Ryan walked over and grabbed his bag, dragging it over to 
the coffee table and shoving his belongings inside. 

And with that, they were finally ready to head to the campsite, where 
Valerie and Ava would surely be waiting. Ryan threw on his backpack and 
headed out the door, following his family to the ferry. 
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A few hours later, they were there. The sun was just below the horizon 
now, and crickets could be heard everywhere. There was only a slight 
breeze, and very few clouds in the sky. 

They were somewhere in Beisan this time around, Christopher and 
Valerie figured it’d be a nice change of pace. Something else that was 
different, and that caught Ryan’s attention as soon as they arrived- was the 
trailer Valerie had apparently rented. 

This was particularly odd for her, she’d always insisted on everyone 
using a tent before. He decided to just ask about it later and walked over 
with his family. 

“Hey Val!” said Christopher. 

She walked over and gave him a hug. “Gosh, it’s been so long! 
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Moving’s rough, you know?” 

“How's the new place been treating you?” 

“Oh it’s lovely! There’s so much more room! Ava finally has a back 
yard to play in!” 

“That’s wonderful!” He looked around. “Where is she, anyways?” 

“Oh, she’s off playing with a few other kids. Want me to go get her?” 

“How about we finish setting up the trailer first? Don’t want her 
sitting around bored.” 

“Sure thing!” 

Ellie walked over. “You need any help?” 

“Yes, actually.” Valerie pointed towards the awning for the trailer, 
which was currently coiled up. “Why don’t you help me set this up?” she 
then gestured towards Albin to catch his attention. “And Albin, why don’t 
you help your father unpack his car?” 

Albin was sitting on a nearby log, not in the mood to do much of 
anything. He sighed and got up. “Fine...” 

Valerie and Ellie began to pull out the awning. 

Ryan was confused. “Since when did we have a car...?” 

Valerie stopped, and gave Ryan a baffled look. “What do you mean?” 

“We never had a car.” 

“What? Ryan, your father bought that car just before you were born, 
it’s older than you! Your father drove you here in it! What do you mean?” 

“We don’t even have a driveway, we live on an island in the city, why 
would we-” 

Ellie interrupted him. “Uh... Valerie.” 

She turned towards her. “Yeah?” 

Ellie pointed towards the awning, which was now disconnected from 
the trailer on one side. “I think I broke it...” 

Valerie stared at it for a moment in frustration, then turned back to 
Ryan. “Listen, Ryan, why don’t you go fetch Ava for me while I try to figure 
this out, ok?” 

“But—” 

“Please?” 

Looks like he didn’t have a choice. “Fine...” 

He walked off further into the campsite to find her. 
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The campsite was oddly empty for the time of day. It was far too early 
for people to be asleep, and most people should still be busy unpacking, so 
where was everyone? And where were the kids Ava was supposedly hanging 
out with? 

Ryan walked a little more, and found his legs felt oddly... weak 
somehow. That was strange, he thought. He hadn’t been walking around a 
lot and yet... 

It almost felt like he’d forgotten how to walk, and this was just his 
awkward guess of how. It frustrated him, but he had to keep moving. 

He was about to give up and look in a different direction, when 
something at his feet caught his eye. A toy car. That must’ve belonged to 
Ava, she’d always be carrying plenty around with her. 

He picked it up and stuffed it into his pocket, then called for her. 
“AVA!” 

There was no response. The campsite remained eerily quiet and 
empty. 

He looked around, and was about to call again, when he saw a path 
going off into the woods that he hadn’t noticed before. Knowing her, she 
and her friends probably wandered down it out of curiosity. Hopefully it 
wasn’t just a deer path. He followed it into the woods. 

Soon, Ryan found the group of children. There was a small 
playground in the woods, built in a fenced in area behind a small building. 
Everyone else seemed to be there, but there was still no sign of Ava. 

However, he soon spotted an even smaller path heading into the 
woods that definitely wasn’t supposed to be there. He hoped Ava hadn’t 
foolishly wandered down it, but he couldn’t risk not checking. 

Mountain tigers, being the only extant natural predator of the Vestian 
people, were notorious for picking off small children. God forbid Ava took a 
wrong turn, and she could find herself in a lot of trouble. 

He sighed and headed down the path, wishing he’d thought to bring 
his flashlight with him. 

The path turned out to be surprisingly long and narrow- so much so it 
couldn't of possibly been intentional. If it was so close to a playground, why 
wouldn't they block something like this off for safety? 

Ryan walked for ages, the path persisting in front of him. Was he 
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going in circles? Was the rapidly darkening sky messing with him? Was he 
even on the path at all anymore? 

Was it suddenly pitch black out, or was it just him? 

Thankfully, it wasn’t much longer before he found his answer. 

Ryan saw the glow of a fire through the trees in the woods. For 
whatever reason, someone had thought it’d be a good idea to make a 
campfire out here out of all places. Maybe that’s where Ava had gone? He 
hoped she wasn’t out here with anyone creepy... 

He walked out into the clearing, and saw someone sitting by the fire. 
It was Ava, and she was playing with one of her toy cars in her hands, 
driving it up and down her arm like it was a road. 

Relived, he rushed towards her. “Ava! There you are!” he knelt down 
beside her. “Why are you out here?! Your mom’s looking everywhere for 
you!” 

“Me and my friend are making a fort!” replied Ava. 

That was odd, he didn’t see any other kids her age out here. “Your 
friend...? Ava, everyone is back at the playground.” 

“I know, but my friend said he knew a real cool spot for a fort, so I 
followed him out here. He’s really nice.” 

“T know, but it’s getting late, you gotta go back.” 

“But he told me to wait here!” 

“Ava,” Ryan rubbed his face with his hand, wishing he’d brought 
Valerie to negotiate with her. “It’s really late, you have to go back to your 
mom. You can tell your friend what happened in the morning, ok?” 

Ava just ignored him and continued playing with her car. He took her 
wrist and tried to force her to come along, but she dug her heels. Great, not 
only did he have to walk through the woods in the dark, he now had to carry 
a stubborn child with him while doing so. 

But before he could even try to lift her up, he heard something odd. 
Something landed on the ground nearby. Something big. 

Ava perked up and pointed at something in the woods. “That’s him!” 

“Huh?” Ryan looked where she was pointing. 

The woods were completely dark, and so were his surroundings. 

He looked back at Ava, baffled. “What...? I don’t see him.” 

Ava looked back at him, just as confused as he was, and perhaps a bit 
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annoyed. “But he’s right there, he...” she looked back at the woods, only to 
realize whoever was there was, apparently, gone. “Where’d he go?” 
They looked at eachother again, even more confused than last time. 


It was in this moment Ryan realized how terrifyingly silent everything 
was all of a sudden. There was no wind, no rustling leaves, no crickets 
chirping, nothing. The only sound was his own breathing, and the fire 
crackling. 

Ava got up and called for her friend. “Where are you?” 


But the person he saw was anything but a ten year old. 

There was a winged figure there, standing in the darkness, just far 
enough away from the fire for Them to be cast into shadows... 

...but close enough for Their eyes to still glow as the light reflected off 
of Their pupils. 

They stepped towards Ava, and took her by the shoulder firmly, 
keeping Their eyes locked on him. Even though Their horns were small, the 
light from the fire created a massive, intimidating shadow behind Them. 

Ryan felt frozen with terror. 

No, it couldn’t’ve been Him. 

There was no way in hell it was really the person he thought it was 
standing there. 

They weren't real. They were just part of a dream. Just some long, 
complicated nightmare he had when he arrived at home after a long day of 


school. They were just a stranger’s face turned into a monster, a monster 
without meaning, a monster which was erased by the light of 
consciousness. They were his mind’s stress given a face and a name, a self 
caused terror, an illusion. 

There was nothing on the loose in his universe, there was no 
widespread terror across the multiverse, there was no soul eating 
abomination hunting after innocent souls. 

None of it was real. None of it. He hadn’t left the house, he hadn’t 
gone to another universe, and he sure as hell hadn’t encountered Them. 

They weren’t real. They couldn’t of been real. 

And yet, somehow, inexplicably... 

Neowise loomed. 

Ava looked at Ryan and smiled. “See! I told you He’d come back!” 

Ryan took a deep breath. “Ava, listen to me very carefully.” 

“What’s wrong?” 

“Step away from Him, and walk towards me.” 

“Why?” 

“This is serious. Your ‘friend’ is very dangerous.” 

“No He isn’t!” 

“Yes He is! What did your mother tell you about wandering off with 
strangers?” 

Neowise slowly let go of Ava, but Ryan remained tense. 

Ava looked at Neowise, then back at Ryan. Neowise just stared at her. 
She then, sensing the immense danger she was in, slowly began to walk 
towards Ryan, keeping her eyes locked on Them. 

Ryan felt relived, and prepared to pick up Ava and make a run for it. 

But before long, a massive shadow was cast over both of them. 

Before he knew it, the situation had escalated. Ryan couldn’t even 
process what had happened it was so fast. 

One second, Ava was walking towards him. 

The next, Neowise’s jaws were around her upper half. 

Ryan backed up in shock, nearly falling over. 

Within a fraction of a second, Neowise had turned into a massive, 
twisted monstrosity, and seized Ava. She was now in His mouth, screaming 
and writhing about, trying her best to free her upper half. Neowise’s eyes 


were locked on Ryan. 

Ryan was breathing heavily. What was he even supposed to do in a 
situation like this? How could he fight Neowise? How was any of this even 
happening?! 

He couldn't just let Ava die! She wasn’t just his cousin, she was like a 
little sister to both him and his siblings! Valerie would miss her terribly, 
and he’d have to live the rest of his life with the guilt of knowing he could’ve 
saved her! 

He took a deep breath, and grabbed a nearby stick, setting it ablaze. 
No matter what, he had to try. 

Neowise continued to watch him calmly, unmoving. They seemed not 
intimidated in the slightest by the fire. 

Then, as if reacting to Ryan’s courage... 

They titled their head back and loosened their grip on Ava, causing 
her to helplessly slide down Their throat, vanishing in an instant. 

“NO!” screamed Ryan. Without a moment’s hesitation, he threw the 
stick at Neowise. 

It hit Them directly in the chest, but there was no effect. The stick fell 
to the ground, extinguished and completely charred. 

Ryan remained still, and stared at Them, on the verge of panic. He 
could hear Ava’s now desperate screams coming from everywhere, begging 
him to help her. 

But he knew there was nothing he could do now. If he were to stay, 
he’d only join her. Left with no other options, he ran for his life. 

The woods were now thick and lush, and it was near impossible to 
run, as not only did his legs feel weak, there was no longer a path to run on. 
He leapt over fallen logs, not even bothering to glance behind himself, for 
Neowise was surely hot on his heels. 

And as he ran... he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d been here 
before. 

After what felt like- and very possibly could’ve been a millennia, he 
arrived back at the campsite. Not wanting to lead Neowise to his family, he 
took a sharp turn and ran to somewhere else in the campground. He 
spotted a trailer and quickly rolled underneath it, hopefully far enough so 
Neowise couldn’t grab him. 


Seconds passed, turning into minutes. But there was no sign of 
Neowise. Where were They? They had to be somewhere nearby, right? 

Were they even chasing him to begin with? 

Staying cautious, Ryan moved out from under the trailer. As he 
expected, there was no trace of them anywhere. So, not wanting to waste 
any of his precious time, he got up and ran back to his family as fast as he 
could. 

As he did, he tried to wrap his mind around what was happening. 
How was Neowise, an entity from a dream he’d had earlier that day, present 
in real life? How had Ava managed to find them? Was saving Ava even 
possible anymore? Was she... actually gone...? Did any of that just happen? 
And how was he supposed to tell Valerie what happened to her daughter? 

At last, he arrived back at his family’s campsite. Everyone was gone, 
they had to be all asleep. He ran up to the trailer and relentlessly knocked 
on the door as hard as he could, but there was no response. 

He slammed both his fists into the door. “God damnit! Where is 
everyone?!” 

An ominous presence appeared behind Ryan, and spoke in an 
unexplainable, disturbing voice. “Right here.” 

He slowly turned around, and came face to face with Neowise, who 
was even bigger than before, now towering hundreds of thousands of feet 
tall, taking up the entire sky and spanning beyond the horizon. The sounds 
of screams from possibly thousands of people filled the air all around Him 
coming from every direction. 

Ryan tried to back up, but was met with the wall of the trailer. 

Neowise grinned. “There you are.” 

Ryan cowered. 

“Awww, giving up already, are we? I expected more of a 
fight out of you... what a pity you are.” 

“P-please, leave just me alone.” 

“Nonsense.” They said slyly. “We both know you'll never 
escape me.” 

Ryan could only watch in horror as They reached down and picked 
him up. He tried to close his eyes, but found himself unable. 

“Well, first things first, shall we? I would like to personally 


thank you for reawakening me. I’m back to my old self, and it’s 
all thanks to you.” 

Ryan felt himself filled with rage and sorrow. “I HATE YOU!” he 
screamed, almost at the top of his lungs. “You ruined everything! You 
ruined my life!” 

Neowise just laughed. “Oh, silly! You’re the one that woke me 
up, remember? All I did was what’s in my nature.” 

“You tricked me, you lying bastard!” 

“So? Maybe I did, but that doesn’t matter now, does it? 
Everyone is gone, it’s just me and you.” 

“Y-you... you killed all of them, didn’t you? My family... everyone...” 

“Killed is a rather strong word, don’t you think? No, I think 
‘joining me’ would be a better term.” 

“W-what... d-do you mean?” 

They smiled. “You’ll see soon enough. Ill show you. But first, 
I'd like to show you something else.” 

Neowise flew up into the air, the campsite below him vanishing 
within mere seconds. Ryan tried to fight his way out of Neowise’s grasp, but 
they were simply too strong for it to have any effect. 

They descended, the ground below them being revealed once again. 
The area was hard to describe at first, there was some sort of upside down 
city, much like the one in ICEX, and it was flooded. Water poured down 
from above to below, and below to above. It was dark and foggy, and there 
was no sign of life anywhere. 

“This, is Uniacke. The first of many places to fall under my 
domain.” 

“What... did you do to it?! It- it’s destroyed... you...” 

“T fused it with another suitable universe. Everything must 
be as one, everything must be equalized.” 

“But- but why?” 

“So the world can be remade in our image.” 

“W-What? Our?” 

“Now, I believe that’s enough talk. I believe it’s about time 
you join the rest of your kind.” They licked Their lips. 

“T-I I don’t know what you're going to do, but I want it to stop! All of 


this has to stop!” 

“Oh relax, it won’t hurt. You'll just be part of me from now 
on! Your soul, eternally fueling mine, another cog for the 
machine which will recreate the multiverse. Doesn’t that sound 
great?” 

“W-wait... you're not...” Ryan realized what They were about to do. 
“N-NO! NO! Please! Wait! You can’t just eat me! I- Why do you need my 
soul?!” 

“T need everyone’s soul. Every last one of them.” 

He began to desperately try and pull himself from Neowise’s grasp; 
even falling to his death had to be better than this! 

Neowise just chuckled. “Oh please, don’t make me laugh. 
There’s no point in running. There’s nowhere left to run to.” 
Neowise’s form slowly became more and more disturbing, growing in size. 
“Don’t you realize?” 

Ryan continued to try and fight his way out of Neowise’s claws. 

Neowise tightened His grip on him. “I’m everyone, ’m 
everything, I’m everywhere. This is my world, my multiverse. 
Don’t you understand? This was destined to happen- I’m the 
future, the past, the ground and the sky, the stars and the moon. 
The new god.” 

“Please! I’m sorry!” 

“There’s no escape from me, I'll always be in the corner of 
your eye, Ill always be just behind you. [ll trace your footsteps, 
but PIl always be seven steps ahead. Don’t you realize? I am the 
end, I am the only destination, and the only place for you is 
here.” He smiled. “Right here.” 

Desperate, Ryan started to beg for mercy, tears now streaming down 
his face. “P-please! Just leave me be! If you have to kill me, at least let me 
rest! I woke you up, I must get some sort of reward, right?” 

Neowise laughed again. “No, silly! The reward was saving you 
for last. And I can’t go hungry now, can I?” 

“Wait! Please! There has to be some other way! Let me live, please!” 

“Oh relax,” They tilted Their head and grinned. “I’m sure we'll 
meet again sometime soon. Now, if you don’t mind me, that soul 


of yours has my name on it...” 

And with that, They threw him up into the air, letting him free fall 
into Their mouth. Ryan tired desperately one last time to grab onto 
anything, to stop what was only inevitable, but it remained futile. Neowise’s 
jaws quickly closed behind him, and he felt himself falling faster and faster, 
becoming more and more dizzy and disorientated, until... 

Everything finally went black, and Ryan as he knew himself was no 
more. 
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Ryan found himself waking up. Though, it didn’t feel like waking up, 
and more or so like becoming aware of oneself after not being so. He fixed 
his hat and rubbed his eyes, feeling woozy and oddly fatigued, and looked 
around. 

He was all alone, somewhere in a deep blackness, darker than the 
night they left the house. He stayed there in that darkness for what felt like 
an eternity. 

He knew he'd stay in this darkness forever. Neowise had eaten his 
soul, that must’ve been what happened, right? His mind wandered, 
worrying, feeling sorry for himself. He didn’t deserve this, he knew he 
didn’t. He... 

He felt his mind unexplainably slip. Huh, that was odd. Somehow, he 
found himself thoughtlessly ignoring this. 

Was anything even real? Was before not only a dream, but Neowise 
eating his soul as well? Was else was a dream...? Was... 

No, he did deserve this, didn’t he? Him being here did make sense, 
didn’t it? He was the one who led his siblings out of the house and into the 
storm outside. He was the one who tried to stop Keshiel. He was the one 
who woke up Neowise. He was the one who pressed them onwards every 
single time. He... He... 

Was any of his life... real? Were his siblings real? Had he simply been 
asleep his entire life? What if he wasn’t Ryan anymore when he woke up? 
What if... he wasn’t anything when he woke up? 

What if this was someone else’s dream? What if he simply vanished 


without a trace when whoever it was woke up? No, it couldn’t be that, he 
had to be real. 

His life had to be real. But... that didn’t explain where he was. 

In fact, it almost felt like he was... 

Se What was it...? No, the word was just there, what was it? 

There was a fogginess to his way of thinking, a fog that made his own 
mind cluttered and unpredictable, and it’d just stopped him from 
remembering something yet again. 

How long would he be in this darkness anyways? Was this even 
darkness to begin with? Or was it just nothing? 

Either way, it was being filled with something darker. 

As it got darker, Ryan found himself feeling... strange. 

His mind was getting foggier, and he was slowly getting lulled into 
something that felt like almost like sleep but... he felt weaker and weaker, 
colder and colder. 

What was happening to him? Did he even have the words to explain 
it, let alone understand it? 

No. Everything was real, wasn’t it? Neowise had eaten his soul. 

This must’ve been what they meant somehow. He was going to stay 
here forever, his consciousness discarded and without a soul. Was this the 
rest of his existence; nothingness? 

“No, actually. This isn’t what happens to the consciousness 
after your soul is eaten. The consciousness is directly linked to 
your body, the soul just decides what the consciousness 
becomes. You, my friend, still have a body and a soul.” 

Ryan tried to look around, scared. “Neowise...?” 

Neowise stepped out of the darkness, revealing himself. This time 
around, he had a rather... peculiar form. They looked similar to the angel- 
like form they usually took, but... different. 

“Well well well, still kicking around, huh? Thought you’d be 
gone by now.” 

“W-What’s going on? Where am I?” 

“Alright, time to let the cat out of the bag. As embarrassing 
as this is to admit, none of what you just saw actually happened.” 

“W-What?” 


“That, was a practice round for what I’m going to do in the 
real world. This? This is a dream. Everything that happened 
before, and is happening now, is a dream.” 

Ryan was still tense, but seeing how things weren’t nearly as dire as 
before, he decided to ask a few questions about where he was. “I... I don’t 
understand... are you... real? Was what happened before real?” 

“I’m as real as you, and as for what happened before... if 
you mean travelling to other universes and such, that’s as real as 
me as well. I just decided I’'d might as well visit you in your 
dream and instill the fear of god into ya’.” 

“But why...?” 

They snickered. “For fun, you dope. It’s what I do.” 

“Oh great... Can you at least tell me how long I’m gonna be stuck here 
with you? 

“That’s one’s easy.” They chuckled mischievously. “You’re here 
until you drop dead! Which in other words, means... lucky you!” 
He grinned. “You’re stuck here with me until the end of your life!” 


“WHAT?! What do you mean?!” Ryan began to panic, he couldn’t 
stand the idea of staying with Neowise any longer than he had to, especially 
forever. 

“Oh relax, will you? It’s not going to be much longer 
anyways.” 

“Let me guess, youre going to actually kill me this time?” 

“As much as I'd love to do that, no. You’re dying out there in 
the real world as we speak buddy, going out slowly. How 
miserable... Some glad I’m not you, heh!” 

Ryan looked down at himself and noticed he was slowly growing 
fainter and fainter. Oh... That’s what was happening... 

“Me ‘killing’ you earlier was supposed to make you wake up 
terrified, but you can’t wake up if you don’t have the strength to!” 

“What... killed me, then?” 

“Oh hell if I know, you can’t seem to remember it.” 

Well, things were only going to get worse now. “Can you at least like... 
take me back to the first part of the dream? You know, where everyone was 
alive?” 

Neowise laughed. “Of course not! Why would I do anything for 
you?” 

Ryan hardly reacted, he was already expecting an answer like that. 
“Can you at least leave?” 

They laughed again. “Nope! I’m here to watch you die! ve 
never seen what happens when someone dies while in a dream 
before! This ought to be interesting!” 

Ryan sighed, and looked back down at himself. He was almost 
completely invisible now, and was being to feel unbelievably weak. Of 
course his last moments had to be alone with his least favourite person in 
the world, his luck... 

“Annny second now! Seeya later, sucker!” 

He looked away from them, and up at the ‘sky’. Maybe, if he didn’t 
talk, he’d at least be able to have a death in silence. 

Ryan slowly felt weaker and weaker, like his consciousness was 
struggling to grip onto something slippery, failing more and more, until it 
eventually wouldn’t work at all. 


And it was then that... he noticed something odd. Very odd. A peculiar 
light, not coming from any specific source. It was like the darkness was 
melting away, and light and beginning to stream in. 

Neowise looked furious. “Seriously? Come on, I was looking 
forward to this...” 

“Huh?” 

“Ah, whatever.” They looked back at him, and began to fade away 
along with their surroundings. “I’ve got more important things to do. 
Besides,” They grinned in an extremely unsettling way. “I’m sure I’ll be 
seeing you very soon.” 

And with that, they vanished without a trace, leaving Ryan all by 
himself. He smiled. Well, whatever just happened, it seemed to be good 
news. 

He watched the strange yet beautiful light spread more and more, 
until it engulfed everything around him. 
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PART 3 
SHATTERED LIVES 


CHAPTER 13 


Strange new world 


Suddenly, for reasons he couldn’t see, Ryan sensed himself falling 
backwards. He felt a jolt of fear and woke up, terrified. 

He tried to prop himself up, but everything hurt like hell, and the 
light was blinding. 

A sudden, horrible pain went all through his arms, his hands, his legs, 
everything, and he fell backwards. He tried to put his hands on his head, 
but he couldn’t move them anymore, he’d somehow hurt them trying to get 
up. 

He could feel deep, severe wounds all over himself, and a splitting 
pain in his head. He wanted to cry out in agony, but he couldn’t speak. 


309 


Then, realizing why, he made a much, much more horrifying 
discovery. 

He couldn't breathe. 

He tried to cough, do anything to fill his lungs with air, but it just 
wouldn’t work. He tried to get up again, but it didn’t work either. 
Everything was throbbing in pain, and he couldn’t make sense of anything 
around him. 

He felt horrified, what just happened to him? How was he alive? 
What even did this to him? His vision was a complete blur, he couldn’t see a 
thing. 

He felt someone gently stroke his hair and place their hand on his 
forehead. “It’s ok. Everything is alright.” said a voice reassuringly. 
“Nothing’s going to hurt you now, you're safe. Be still and sleep.” 

He began to calm down a little, and felt inexplicably tired. His eyes 
felt heavy, so he closed them again. But he couldn’t stop the questions in his 
head. Where was he? Was he even alive at all? Was he dead? What was 
going on? 

“Will they be ok, Ma?” said a younger sounding voice with a southern 
accent. 

Another voice? He couldn’t quite make it out, everything was so 
foggy. 

He could feel himself lying on something soft, and everything was 
slowly coming back to him. He vaguely remembered something attacking 
him, but not all of the details of it. It was like there was a massive hole torn 
into his memory. 

“T think so.” responded the other voice. “That nymtrott got them 
pretty bad, but it’s a good thing you found them when you did. Any longer 
and they would’ve been a goner.” 

What were they talking about? Someone... saving him? He wasn’t 
sure who the voices were, but he knew one thing. Them talking about what 
they were was definitely a good sign. He tried his best to listen. 

“Oh thank goodness! These lil’ fellas are endangered pretty sure. 
Wow... a Vestian, all the way out here...” 

“Mortals are so deeply connected with their worlds, down to the very 
matter they’re made of. It’s like my mother always said, mortals are their 
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universe experiencing itself. It makes me wonder how they ended up here, 
and what took them so far from home...” 

“Maybe the nymtrotts snatched ‘em?” 

“A nymtrott would have to be insane to go to such a war infested 
universe. Besides, I don’t think their hives reach there quite yet.” 

“They must be really lost then... poor fella... They must’ve been so 
scared. It’s a miracle I got to em’ in time! The only reason I even noticed 
em’ in the first place was this ringing sound coming from their bag. I think 
it’s a phone or somethin’, but I ain't sure- phone wouldn’t pick up much out 
here. Either way, I’m sure they’re some glad to be alive.” Ryan felt someone 
gently rub him on the head again. 

It was incredibly uncomfortable being alive without breathing, but he 
didn’t feel like questioning it. There must’ve been some way it was 
happening he couldn’t see. Besides, it wasn’t like he could question it. It 
wasn’t much use speaking without air. 

“They were out for quite a while. I’m not too sure what we’re going to 
do with them once they’re better.” 

“Should we take em’ back home?” 

“Well, I'd like to know why they’e here first. They might have a good 
reason. Plus, they have a world’s charm with them, so they were clearly 
prepared to travel between universes.” 

“Ah, that’s only fair. Does it ever make me wonder, though...” 

“T think they should be ok enough to move somewhere more 
comfortable now.” 

“Want me to carry em’?” 

“Sure, go ahead darling. Just be careful with them, they’ve still got 
plenty of healing to do.” 

He felt himself being gently lifted up and cradled in someone’s arms. 
He began to hurt all over again, but not for long, as he soon felt a soothing 
sensation all over. 

As he was carried, he knew for certain that Ava being eaten, Uniacke 
being destroyed, and Neowise eating his soul were all part of a nightmare, 
and finally let himself relax. Wherever he was now, he’d be safe. 

Something still happened to him, though, even if he was having 
trouble recalling it right now. His mind was still so foggy, he still felt so 
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weird. 

He felt himself being set down on something soft, then gently tucked 
in under a blanket. 

“Rest easy, now. Youre Safe, I promise.” said the unfamiliar voice. 

He was so comfortable, so warm, he couldn’t help but feel himself 
slowly drift off. Hopefully this time, if he were to dream, he’d dream of 
something more pleasant than last time. 

He found himself drifting into a peaceful slumber. 


#YN 

A while later, he felt himself waking up once again. He slowly opened 
his eyes and carefully felt his head. He groaned. Everything still hurt a little, 
but he wasn’t bleeding anymore. 

He carefully sat up and looked around, squinting as his eyes adjusted 
to the light. 

He was in a small wooden room lying down on a bed. The whole room 
looked like it'd been formed by growing trees and carefully placed rocks. 
There were two people sitting near the end of the bed. 

One was a young girl who looked about 16 or so, She had long, dark 
red hair, fair skin, sky blue eyes, and a small set of antlers on Her head. She 
wore a fuzzy buttoned up jacket with a pink to red gradient. 

She also wore a long silk scarf, which was held in place by a golden 
pin that resembled the meteorological thunderstorm symbol. The scarf 
itself was white around the neck, faded into blue-ish purple and then fiery 
red. She had it behind Her back and it almost went down to Her feet from 
how long it was. 

The other person was a woman who looked to be in Her late 40s. She 
had short, curly, greying red hair, fair skin, and deep green eyes. She had 
antlers too, but they were a lot bigger. She wore large wooden earrings in 
both ears and a couple of wooden necklaces. 

Her outfit was a lot less fancy than the girl’s as instead of a colourful 
jacket or scarf, She wore a brown dress made out of dried grass. She had 
bracelets on both wrists. 

Ryan could tell just by looking at the two that they were related. 
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The girl walked up to him and sat on the edge of the bed. “Hey, how 
ya’ feelin’?” She said softly. 

He struggled to find the right words. “...a bit weird.” 

“That’s normal, we kinda just saved you from the brink of death an’ 
all. You in any pain?” 

Ryan was starting to piece together what happened to him in his 
head, even if he couldn’t recall everything. He must’ve gotten attacked by 
something and gotten very close to dying. 

He could make out a few horrific, bloody images in his mind, even 
worse than what happened at The Willow Tree. He swore he could still 
vaguely feel the monster’s teeth deep inside of him. 

He winced as another sudden jolt of pain went through his leg. He 
must've still been a bit injured. “Everything still hurts. A lot. Will I be 
alright?” 

“You'll be fine, you just need to rest a little more to fully heal.” 

His mind was a lot less foggy now, but it was still a little hard to 
process what was going on. The older woman walked over to the bed and 
pulled up a chair. 

“You're very lucky you know.” She said, “Now, What’s your name?” 

“My name’s Ryan. Who are you?” 

The woman smiled. “I’m Sequothria, and this is my daughter Raija. 
It’s nice to meet you!” 

“Tt’s nice to meet you too.” 

He looked down at his hands, chest, and arms. His wounds were 
healed, with only scars where they once were. He also noticed he wasn’t 
wearing his normal clothing. If he had to guess, they must’ve changed him 
into something more wearable when they saved him. He couldn’t imagine 
how bloody and torn up his other clothes must’ve been. 

The clothes he was wearing now were a soft, cream coloured, long 
sleeved shirt with a brown pattern on the front, and an equally comfortable 
pair of brown pants to match. 

He then realized all his things, including his communicator, were 
missing. He tried to get up, but Sequothria stopped him. 

“You'd better rest up a bit more, you're not done healing and you'll 
only hurt yourself more if you move.” 
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“T lost my things somewhere, I can’t contact my family unless I find 
them.” 

Raija put Her hand on his shoulder. “I'll find it for you, you just rest 
up k’?” 

“Alright...” He laid back down again and Raija left the room, 
supposedly to find his things for him. 

“So how did you end up here anyways? If you don’t mind me asking, 
that is.” asked Sequothria. 

Ryan explained his situation, the trouble with Neowise, how he got 
lost and finally, what he could remember when he leapt through the odd 
gate, and eventually ended up in their universe. For whatever reason, 
Sequothria seemed oddly nervous whenever he said Neowise’s name. 

“You poor thing. K52L sounds like such a terrible place from what I’ve 
heard.” 

“Tt’s not! Neowise and those dumb angels just ruined everything! I 
was supposed to be having my summer vacation right now!” 

Sequothria looked like She was about to lecture him about something, 
but stopped Herself. “Well, you’re only mortal. I know next to nothing 
about you Vestians, but I can assume you didn’t know about the war until 
all this happened.” 

“T didn’t... also, if you know basically nothing about us, then why do 
you look like one of us?” 

She laughed. “You mortals say the silliest things! Things like myself 
don’t always have such simple forms, so sometimes your mind just sees 
what’s most comprehensible to it.” 

“Oh, I guess that makes sense.” 

“Anyways, you'd better get some rest! We'll figure everything out once 
you feel better.” She ruffled his hair, tucked him in again, then got up and 
left the room. 

Ryan closed his eyes and tried to go back to sleep. With how sore he 
still was, he really wouldn’t mind a few more hours of rest. 
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CHAPTER 19 


Spirits of the forest 


Ryan woke up again a few hours later, still feeling somewhat tired, 
but all and all, much better than he was before. 

It was dark out now, and the room was warmly lit by a single lantern 
with some sort of glowing plant inside of it. 

He tried to move and noticed, much to his relief, that nothing was 
hurting anymore. But even though he was healed, he could see scars all over 
himself. Some of them were alarmingly big, and he wasn’t sure if they’d 
ever gO away. 

He got out of bed and stood up. It felt weird moving, and one of his 
legs felt noticeably weird to walk on. He must’ve been lying down for quite a 
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while. 

His backpack had been returned and was leaning against the wall. It 
was missing a few of the pins he’d stuck to it over the years and was covered 
in dirt and rips, but when he searched through it everything was still there. 

He dug through his bag. As he expected, his radio and camera were all 
still perfectly intact. His change of clothing was in there, too, but he was 
more comfortable wearing what he was already wearing. 

Inside he found his jacket as well, which appeared to have been 
washed somewhat (though, he could’ve sworn it was somehow a darker 
shade of red than usual. He chose not to think about it too much), and was 
just as torn up as he expected. 

Unfortunately, he didn’t have a second jacket, but he could probably 
get it patched up later. The tears were horrible, but it was still in the shape 
of a jacket. He decided to put it on anyway. Even in its unfavorable and 
vaguely disturbing state, it was still his favourite jacket. 

There was no sign of his lucky Uniacke comets hat. Normally, he’d be 
absolutely devastated if he lost it forever like this. But this time, for 
whatever reason, he didn’t seem to care at all. It was an apathy he wasn’t 
used to, and it surprised him a little. 

He just decided to ignore it. It probably wasn’t a big deal, right? 

He decided to contact his siblings, they must’ve been worried sick by 
now, and he was desperate to hear their voices. He turned on his 
communicator and pressed 3. 

After a few weird and glitchy noises, Ellie picked up. “RYAN! Oh my 
god, are you ok?! We’ve been trying to contact you for almost a day now, 
what happened?!” 

He hesitated for a second, ultimately deciding to leave out some of the 
details of what happened. “I got attacked, but I’m ok now. I think. This nice 
girl saved me, I’m at Her place right now.” 

“We're in OK997K, looking for you. You're still there, right?” 

“Yeah, I think I am.” 

“What’s the place look like?” 

Ryan glanced outside one of the nearby windows and saw a forest full 
of glowing flora. Thankfully, he was still in the same universe. “Lots of 
glowing plants.” 
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“Ok, good! Sounds like we're in the right place, I’ll tell Albin you’re 
ok. I see some smoke in the distance, so we'll be heading towards that.” 

“Alright.” 

He put his communicator in his bag and went outside, deciding to 
just forget his shoes for now. If his condition was anything to go off of, they 
were probably in several pieces as well. Besides, anyone who'd done it 
before would know walking barefoot outside on a warm summer’s night 
was one of the many simple joys of life. 

There were a few other buildings and some makeshift tents all around 
an opening in the dense jungle. The ground was covered in carpets, and the 
trees were decorated with colourful lanterns. 

Some of the plants were glowing, or had glowing flowers, which shone 
like moonlight. Small swarms of glowing bugs flew from one plant to 
another, collecting pollen. 

Raija and Sequothria were sitting by a campfire, talking about 
something. 

“Oh hey! There you are!” Raija waved at him. “Feelin’ better now?” 

He sat down on the log next to Her. “I think so, thanks for saving me.” 

“Hey, it’s no problem!” 

“Can we get you anything?” asked Sequothria. 

“No thanks. I think I’m just gonna wait until I find Claus again to eat.” 

“You've met Claus?” asked Raija. 

“You know him?” 

“Of course! I’m a friend of his! I get keys from him from time to time, 
and we chat about all sorts of things. Learned a lot about your universe that 
way.” 

“Lemme guess, he said it’s horrible?” 

“Well, yea. But Leo tells me a lot of the better details. You know, 
about your culture and such. It’s odd really. Claus says he’s only been there 
once or twice.” 

“That’s strange. Gosh I hope he’s alright, a lot happened back at 
Claus’s office when we left.” 

“Yeah I heard, ma told me. You poor thing...” She put Her arm around 
him. 

Ryan looked out at the woods, there was still no sign of Albin and 
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Ellie anywhere. He felt almost tempted to try and contact them again, but 
he was too lazy to get up and grab his communicator from his backpack. 

He figured he might as well get some answers to a few burning 
questions of his while he was here. “What attacked me back there 
anyways?” 

“Oh, that was a nymtrott. They’re... well, it’s hard to explain. They’re 
not even living beings, really. Ma said they're made up of these tiny things 
called nanobots, which all operate together like a hive mind- but also 
independently- it’s weird. I guess bunchin’ together to form somethin’ with 
teeth is just more efficient for em’ somehow. You wouldn’t believe the 
things they do just to create more of ‘emselves. You're lucky it just mauled 
ya’, they have little to no mercy towards anythin’ in general, really.” 

Ryan shuddered a little. “Yikes.” 

“They used to be confined to their own lil’ universe, but then they saw 
someone usin’ a gate and learned how to make their own, so now they’re 
everywhere. But don’t ya’ worry,” She snapped her fingers, creating a tiny 
bolt of lightning. “They don’t do electricity, it fries their nanobots.” 

“You zapped it?” 

“Sure did!” 

“How's that even possible?!” 

She laughed. “I’m a weather goddess! Just somethin’ I can do.” 

Ryan’s jaw dropped. “You’re a goddess?!” 

“So is my ma’, you sound surprised?” 

“No it’s just- I- I- I just- I- uh-” He stopped for a second to pull 
himself together. “I... wasn’t expecting that!” 

He began to panic a little. What should he do? Should he bow? 
Should he act formally? He’d just been talking casually with Her this whole 
time, he didn’t even know! 

Raija laughed again. “I can see why, mortals are used to us being 
these powerful ruling authorities or somethin’. Really that’s just them 
major gods, and the minor gods that rule galaxies an’ such like your god 
Lucidus. Me and my ma are minor gods, but we don’t really rule over 
anythin’ like the others do. We just take care of the plants and animals. 
Besides, we couldn’t rule anything even if we tried!” 

“90 youre like, not extremely powerful?” 
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“Well, yeah. There’s plenty of beings more powerful than me and my 
ma, Some even more powerful than the major gods! Heck, I bet somewhere 
there’s beings more powerful than even the creation gods Serenus and 
Enteri!” 

“Geez...” 

The longer Ryan found himself venturing the multiverse, the smaller 
and smaller he felt. Every day it seemed like he’d stumble across some new, 
powerful force he was hardly capable of understanding and succumb to it. 

Yet somehow, even with all he’d seen, all he’d faced so far, he felt like 
he was hardly scratching the surface of what was out there. It terrified him. 

He looked off into the woods again, hoping to see one of his siblings. 
But instead of their smiling faces, he saw Connafex and Siglex, sitting in a 
tree, silently watching him. He felt a chill go down his spine. How long have 
they been there? Were they really always watching him...? 

He recalled Siglex watching him as he ran from the nymtrotts, and all 
that happened afterwards. All those horrific images burned into his mind; 
The blood, the teeth, the sound of his own flesh being torn to bits. He 
shuddered and turned back to the fire. He still felt so scared. 

“Now how are you cold?” said Raija. “You're by a fire and you're 
wearin’ a jacket! I know it has more holes than a piece of cheese right now, 
and your species evolved out of its fur for some awful god forsaken reason, 
but seriously?!” 

“Huh?” 

“You shook a little, you alright?” 

He looked back to the woods, Connafex and Siglex were gone without 
a trace. “Yeah I’m just... scared.” 

“I’m sorry if I spooked ya’ a little with the whole gods and powerful 
beings talk. I assure you there’s nothin’ to be afraid of here, youre safe!” 
She rubbed his arm. 

“No it’s just...” 

Ryan debated telling Her about Connafex and Siglex, how they’ve 
been haunting him and his siblings since they arrived at The Willow Tree a 
few days ago. About how scared he was, and how these images kept playing 
over and over in his head, hurting just as bad every time. 

But he doubted She’d believe him, how could he possibly explain 
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Connafex and Siglex? And how could he explain how he felt when even he 
didn’t fully understand it himself? 

He decided to lie and talk about something else that was bothering 
him. “It’s about Neowise and how he’s in my universe now. He could kill 
everyone and there’s nothing I can do...” 

Raija leaned over and whispered into Ryan’s ear while looking over at 
Her mother. “Hey, let’s not say that name around ma, ‘kay?” 

“What? Neow-” 

“Yes! That! She has this dumb superstition that if you say his name, 
you'll summon him or somethin’. She calls him ‘Fear Itself instead.” 

“That’s stupid.” 

“Honestly, I think it’s pretty stupid too, but She’ll lecture me if I dare 
say his name. Just go along with it, please?” 

“Fine. Geez... So that’s why she was so tense earlier... God, people 
really are scared of him huh?” 

“Well, he is the most feared thing in the multiverse. For good reason 
too, he—” 

“T’ve already heard the story, believe me. I can’t blame people for 
being so scared of him... Do you know what we could do about him?” 

“Honestly, I haven’t a clue.” 

“Great...” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“It’s fine...” he glanced towards the building he came from earlier. “I 
think I’m gonna go get my things, Ill be right back.” 

“Okay.” 

He got up and headed back inside. Once inside, he grabbed his bag 
and put it on. It fit differently now, and he noticed even more tear marks, 
some especially big and concerning. He sighed looking down at it and his 
jacket, he had a lot to patch up later. 

He went outside and sat back down next to Raija, setting his bag 
down beside him. 

“How long do you think your siblings gonna be?” asked Raija. 

“T don’t know, hopefully not too long.” 

Ryan took his camera out of his bag. All his devices were very durable, 
but he still wanted to make sure they worked properly after the beating they 
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took. Technology wasn’t exactly made to survive a forty foot drop combined 
with a nanobot attack. 

He turned his camera on, and after a few seconds, the screen lit up 
like usual. 

“What’cha got there?” said Raija, leaning over. 

“My camera.” 

“Cool!” 

He checked the various folders of pictures he had on his camera, each 
labeled by year and month. Everything seemed to be ok, even if the camera 
itself was a little scratched up. It was times like this that he truly 
appreciated the sheer durability of his camera. 

He decided to show Raija the pictures he took earlier. “Hold on, I 
think I can show you what Neo—” 

Sequothria glared at him. 

“T mean, that uh... that stupid jerk; I can show you what he looks 
like.” 

“Oooh! Go ahead.” She leaned in more. 

Ryan searched through the most recent folder; June 8017, until he 
found the picture he’d taken of Neowise at Claus’ place earlier. 

He moved the camera closer to Raija so She could see. “Here he is.” 

She stared at the picture for a minute, then began to laugh. “That’s 
how he looks?!” 

“Yep.” 

“Oh my god, he’s just some weird lookin’ kid! I was like, expecting 
some sorta’ monster, like a dragon or somethin’.” 

“Well, looks can be deceiving... and I doubt anything would be 
stopping him from turning into an actual dragon.” 

“Dragon or not, he’s met his match, I tell you! I have you know, I’ve 
defeated several dragons in my time! Well, I mean... so has every other 
weather related deity but... still, you get the idea.” 

“T don’t know Raija, he’s... different.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“He’s made out of pure ximorenis, and can apparently control reality 
to his will.” 

Raija frowned. “Gee, he’s real unnatural, huh?” 
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“You can say that again...” 

“Something like that seriously shouldn’t exist, The Genesis Sea never 
creates life, and it’s not supposed to either. And now I find out the little 
freak is made of it? I swear, it’s like something straight out of a horror 
movie...” 

“Gosh, if you think that’s scary, you should’ve seen what he looked 
like when he chased me back in Uniacke...” 

Raija gently picked him up and hugged him tightly. “You poor, poor 
thing. Nothin’ should have to deal with that, especially not a little, young 
mortal like you...” 

She was hugging him a little too tightly, but he didn’t mind this time 
around. He'd take all the comfort he could get. He rested his head on Her 
shoulder and relaxed, letting Her hold him. 

Raija chuckled a little. “Aww, your sort’s one of the real cuddly 
animals, huh? The folks here just hate when I do that!” 

“Yeah, I guess...” 

Ryan stayed in Her arms, letting Her hold him as long as She wanted 
to. He found himself slowly drifting asleep as She began to talk to Her 
mother about something, feeling safe and comfortable. 

It wasn’t until much later that he was woken up by the sound of 
rustling coming from behind them. He looked in the direction it came from 
and saw Albin and Ellie make their way out into the clearing. Raija let go of 
him, and he got up and ran towards them. 

“Ryan! There you are!” said Ellie. She ran towards him and hugged 
him. 

“Oh thank god! We’ve been walking forever!” Albin gave him a 
concerned look. “Oh... oh no, Ryan uh- w-what happened to you?” 

“What do you mean?” asked Ryan. 

“Your- your face! It’s got this huge slash across it!” 

Ryan was shocked. “I do?!” 

“Yes!” 

He felt his face. There was a massive scar that went from his 
forehead, across his nose, and onto his cheek that narrowly missed both his 
eyes. He couldn’t even remember getting it. 

“Oh god... I do...” 
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“What attacked you?! A tiger?! Your jacket’s torn to shreds!” 

“T...” he winced, remembering everything that happened to him again. 
“How about I just explain this later?” 

“Alright... Oh uh, who’s that?” asked Albin, pointing to Raija. 

“Oh that’s Raija, She and Her mother saved me. She’s really nice, 
you'll like Her.” 

“She seems cool.” said Ellie. 

The three of them sat down by the fire. 

“So you two must be Albin and Ellie,” said Raija. “Nice to meet ya 

“Thanks for saving my brother,” said Ellie. “Whatever shredded him 
up like that wasn’t messing around... he’s ok, right?” 

“He seems ok, he’s recovered pretty well. I’m glad you two didn’t 
arrive any sooner than you did...” 

“What in the world happened to him, anyways? He looks like he 
survived a mountain tiger attack or something...” 

Raija hesitated. “I’m... not sure if you wanna to know the answer to 
that...” 

“What?! Of course I want to! He’s my brother, you dumbass!” 

Sequothria got up and tapped Ellie on the shoulder. “Please mind 
your tone, miss. There’s no need for that sort of behavior here.” 

Ellie stood up. “Ok first of all, ?m not a miss, don’t you ever call me 
that,” 

“Hoh boy, here we go...” mumbled Albin. 

“Second of all, ’'m just asking about my brother since I’m worried 
about him- like any sister would be after seeing them torn up like an old 
rag!” 

Sequothria continued to try and calm down Ellie. “Please settle down, 
dear.” 

“Dear?! Oh my god, I think I hate that more than miss!” 

“F-for the record,” said Albin quietly. “I seriously don’t mind being 
called sir, or mr, or dear, or...” 

“Shut up Albin! Can’t you see I’m in the middle of an argument?!” 

Raija whispered into Ryan’s ear. “...Are they always like this?” 

Ryan held in a laugh. “Most of the time, yeah.” 

He smiled. Now, more than ever, he just felt happy just to be alive. He 
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would’ve missed seeing his siblings argue over dumb things like this had he 
died. 

“I’m just trying to be nice!” continued Albin. “Come on Ellie, leave 
Her be, She’s just a nice old lady.” 

Sequothria scowled at him. “Old?!” 

Albin grimaced. “Oh no...” 

She approached him. “Now you listen here,” 

Raija stopped the argument before it progressed any further. “Alright 
everyone, that’s just ‘bout enough!” 

“Sweetie, please stay out of this, I need to teach this young man a 
lesson or two.” 

“No you don’t. Just let me explain everything to them, ok?” 

Sequothria crossed Her arms. 

“Ma, please. They’ve been through so much, it’s the least I can do.” 

She nodded and headed back to Her spot. “Very well.” 

Ellie sat back down. “Ok, now can you tell me what happened to 
him?” 

Raija asked Ryan first. “You ok with me tellin’ her?” 

Ryan nodded. 

“Alright, well, your brother was attacked by somethin’ called a 
nymtrott.” 

Ellie scowled. “What’s that?” 

“It’s a shape shiftin’, intelligent, semi-hive minded thing made of 
nanotechnology. They'll eat anything, but they seem to prefer living beings- 
either way, they’re incredibly dangerous. Ryan found one of their hives, and 
got chased by one, which tried to maul him. I’d consider that the luckiest 
outcome he could’ve gotten.” 

Ellie looked at Ryan, then at Raija. “What about this is lucky, 
exactly?” 

“Nymtrotts lack any and all emotion and soul, and care solely about 
replicating themselves and nothin’ else. They'll do just about anythin’ to 
keep their collective growing, I’ve heard far too many horror stories ‘bout 
em’.” 

“Like what? I still don’t see how that’s better than being torn to bits.” 

“T’ve heard tales of em’ swallowin’ up people and keepin’ em’ alive 
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inside em’, usin’ em’ as a constant source of growth by turnin’ em’ into 
them nanobots over and over. Not to mention all the other horrible, 
parasitic things they do. I’ve heard a few rumors that some even eat souls... 
which is exactly why so many people think you know who is their ‘king’ or 
leader.” 

“Ok, that’s... a lot worse, wow. I would’ve never forgiven myself if that 
happened to him...” 

Ryan woke up a little. “Wait, Neo— uh... Neodumbass, is a nymtrott?” 

Raija shrugged a little. “Most people think he is, he shows quite a few 
traits of one, but it’s all up for debate really. Hell, he might be the reason 
they even exist in the first place.” 

“Geez...” Ryan found himself hating Neowise the more and more he 
learned about them. 

Sequothria sat down across from them. “So, I heard you three have 
been looking for help. I’m afraid I won't be able to do much about fear itself 
but I’m sure we'd be able to do something about ol’ Keshiel.” 

“That doesn’t even matter anymore!” shouted Albin. “With Neowise 
there, home isn’t safe no matter what we do!” 

“Dear, I’d have to ask if you don’t say that name.” 

“Huh? Why?” 

“Don’t speak his name lest he be summoned.” 

“Oh, of course there’s superstitions around that moron...” 

Ryan thought about what they could do. The situation with Keshiel 
was manageable with Raija and Her mother around, so they probably didn’t 
have to worry about that. 

So that made Neowise the main issue. But, that was the issue. It was 
Neowise. They absolutely couldn’t move Neowise from K52L, the last 
encounter with him didn’t end well and Ryan doubted he’d ever leave on his 
own. With how many clueless people there were in K52L, it was basically a 
soul buffet for a monster like Neowise. 

He then got an idea, not a very fun idea, but definitely a good one. 

They’d used the gates to escape danger tons of times now, and they 
had plenty on them. Maybe they could find the rest of their family, take 
them to another universe, and just stay there until Neowise left? It didn’t 
solve the whole problem, sure, but it at least got everyone out of harm’s way 
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for the time being. 

“T got an idea!” said Ryan. “What if we find the rest of our family and 
just take them somewhere else until... you know leaves?” 

“And live in another universe...?” grumbled Albin. 

“T know... Just until he leaves.” 

“What if he doesn’t leave?” 

“We'll figure something out, but we can’t just leave them there, it’s too 
dangerous!” 

“T hate to say it, but Ryan’s right.” said Ellie. “We seriously can’t risk 
leaving them there with him.” 

Albin buried his face in his hands. 

Ellie patted him on the shoulder. “I know it’s frustrating, but we have 
to! If we don’t do anything they'll die! Besides, maybe we can find 
somewhere better than home?” 

“T really doubt it.” 

“I can help get them!” said Raija. 

Sequothria crossed her arms. “Now, now, let’s not go running off 
quite yet. I imagine these three are quite worn out from their travels.” 

“We are...” said Albin. 

“My legs are sore as hell... it took us days to get here.” grumbled Ellie. 

Albin looked around. “Man, this place is pretty,” he smiled. “You 
know, I wouldn’t mind staying here, even if it’s just for a while.” 

“T agree,” said Ellie. “it’s like something out of a fairytale...” 

“If only dad was here...” muttered Ryan. 

“We're getting him tomorrow, right?” asked Albin. 

“If everything goes according to plan, yeah.” He smiled a little. 

Things had been so rough lately, but it was nice to know it was almost 
over now. Maybe he was wrong, maybe things would get better? They’d 
learned so much about each other, met so many new friends. It was still 
hard to believe any of it happened, really. 

They’d gone through so much hurt, so much fear and suffering. But 
something about being here by the fire and just... relaxing for the first time 
in far too long was so unbelievably soothing. 

All those stresses, those worries, those fears, they all seemed to melt 
away by the warmth of the fire. 
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Ellie got up and sat by Ryan. “I missed times like this, ya’know, just 
hanging out. Maybe Dad can take us all camping somewhere once all this is 
over?” 

“Td rather stay at home for a bit first. ’'ve had my fair share of 
adventures lately...” said Ryan. 

“No arguments there...” said Albin. “I miss sleeping in my own bed.” 

Ryan looked around. The jungle at night was absolutely gorgeous and 
brimming with life, with a rainbow of differently coloured plants all around. 
Something about everything’s glow was so soothing. Would staying here a 
while really be such a bad thing? 

He took a quick picture, just in case they weren’t going to stay after 
all. “You think our family could stay here for a bit?” he asked. 

“T certainly don’t have a problem with it.” said Sequothria. “We’ve got 
plenty of room here.” 

Ryan put his camera back in his bag and sighed. He felt his worries 
and fears starting to come back to him stronger than ever. 

“What’s the matter?” 

“It’s just... we'll be leaving so much behind.” 

“I promise, we'll try and make this place as much like home as we can 
for you.” 

“Thank you...” 

Ryan felt content that this place would be safe, but he knew deep 
down things would never be the same again. They could end up staying 
here their entire lives, seperated from the rest of their people. 

Sure, it was pretty and much safer than back home, but he’d be near 
completely disconnected from his culture, and the world he grew up in and 
loved. The mere thought of it made him feel hollow inside. 

“Look, why don’t we try and figure things out in the morning when 
everyone's rested up? It’s been a long day for everyone, especially you.” said 
Sequothria. 

“That sounds great.” 

Ellie leaned against his shoulder and looked over at Sequothria. 
“Now, an important question,” 

“Go on,” said Sequothria. 

“Are the fruits in the forest poisonous?” 
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“Most aren’t, but I doubt anything would be fatal while wearing a 
worlds charm. Why’d you ask?” 

Ellie hesitated. “...No particular reason.” 

“Speaking of food, can we get something to eat?” asked Albin. “I can’t 
remember the last time I had something.” 

Sequothria smiled. “Sure thing.” 

After a long night of dizzyingly mediocre food, stories by the 
campfire, explanations, and a few accidental mentions of Neowise which 
sparked lectures from Sequothria; they finally slept for the night. Safe for 
the first time in far too long. 


CHAPTER 20 


The next morning after what could barely be called a breakfast, they 
went over the finer details of their plan. 

First, they’d give Raija a description of how their dad and aunt looked 
and She’d search for them. Once She found at least one of them, they’d 
reunite with each other and Albin would explain everything since he lost 
the match of rock paper scissors. 

After explaining, they'd hopefully understand the gravity of the 
situation and gather the rest of the family. Once everyone was back 
together, they'd head to Raija and Sequothria’s universe and stay there 
until Neowise hopefully left. 
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It was a simple plan, and Ryan was doubtful if it’d even work or not, 
but it was worth a shot. 

They were all set, but a few things needed to be done first. First, Ryan 
turned on his radio to make sure they weren’t heading into a hellscape. 

After the usual, weird glitchy noises that played whenever they used 
the radio in another universe, they somehow caught the evening news. 

Krista began to speak. “Anyways, I’m afraid we have some rather 
unfortunate news today.” 

Ryan, Albin and Ellie exchanged terrified looks. 

C.Q sighed in a very clearly over-exaggerated way. “Yeah... the city’s 
tidal power project has been officially scrapped. As many of you know, the 
tides around here are especially strong. Well, turns out they were too strong 
and ripped the turbines right off the seafloor! Bummer.” 

Everyone sighed a sigh of relief. 

“Tt’s a shame really, we could’ve gotten quite a bit of power from 
that.” 

“Krista, why does the ocean hate us?” 

She laughed. “Maybe we’ll never know.” 

“Anyways, time for some good news! Tomorrow the big festival begins 
in Uniacke, just outside of town hall! Me and Krista are gonna be there 
handing out all sorts of goodies! We’ve got some chips, fruit punch, granola 
bars and all sorts of candy! We’re also holding a raffle, courtesy of Padwell 
flooring, the number one stop for all your flooding needs! And, of course, 
we'll be handing out some Awsum car stickers, pencils and T shirts like 
always! Make sure you keep an eye out for us!” 

“T wonder if that funny kid that’s always wearing his costume is gonna 
be there.” 

“Neowise?” 

“Yeah him, dangit I keep forgetting his name! It’s been a long time 
since we’ve seen him hasn’t it?” 

“T wonder what he gets up to these days, I don’t see him with any 
family anymore. I hope he’s doing alright.” 

“Tm sure he has someone to hang out with.” 

“Maybe we could have him on air again?” 

“T hope he’d be up for it. Gosh, that was hilarious last time.” 
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“T know right? He’s such a sweet little guy.” 

“Anyways, we're getting a little side tracked here, onto your evening 
weather!” 

Ryan turned off the radio. “Well, at least we know he hasn’t killed 
anyone yet.” 

“He’s probably already picked a target,” said Sequothria. “In the tales 
I’ve heard over the years, he gets as friendly with people as possible, and 
makes them trust him. He can spend weeks, months, maybe even years 
getting close to them, manipulating them. He gets his victims into the most 
vulnerable situation he can possibly get them into without them even 
knowing, then devours their very being when they least expect it. They 
don’t know anything’s wrong until it’s too late.” 

Albin looked concerned. “Something’s not right.” 

“Wow! You think?!” scoffed Ellie. 

“No, not that. They’re having a festival.” 

“So?” 

“Ellie. When do festivals usually start?” 

“T don’t know, around five?” 

“NO! The season! What season are they usually in?” 

“Late summer, usually around August when... Wait- what are they 
having a festival this early in the summer for?” 

“The time delay... do you think we—” 

“No! No, don’t be ridiculous! There’s probably... some other reason, 
maybe it’s some new thing?” 

“T hope so...” 

Ryan put his radio back in his bag and they prepared their things for 
the trip over to K52L. They didn’t have a key to K52L on them, but they had 
one to Claus’s office thanks to Raija, so that’d be their first stop. 

They opened up a gate and headed over. 


A A 


Sequothria ultimately decided to stay behind so She could take care of 
things back home (though, Ryan had the feeling it actually had something 
to do with Neowise). He felt a lot safer when both of them were around, but 
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he knew Raija would be more than enough to protect them from Keshiel. 

When they arrived back at Claus’s office, it was deathly quiet. Nothing 
stirred anywhere, nobody was home. 

The ground was covered in broken glass and papers, some of which 
were burnt. The walls had a few very clear blast marks in them from the 
angel’s guns. 

If Ryan had to guess, they hadn’t been back since the incident 
happened. He hoped they were ok, but he didn’t have a clue where they 
could possibly be. 

“Gee wizz, you weren’t kiddin’ when you said you were attacked!” 
exclaimed Raija, looking around at all the destruction. 

“Do you think they'll be ok?” asked Ellie. 

“Yeah I’m sure they'll be fine. They’ve dealt with worse before.” 

Raija opened a drawer full of keys labeled K and started sifting 
through it. 

Eventually She pulled out one for K52L. “Alright, got one. Let’s go!” 


A A 


It was the middle of the day when they arrived in Uniacke, and rather 
busy too. The streets were bustling with life, everywhere they looked there 
were people walking around. 

It must’ve been the day of the festival now. Somehow, in that short 
span of time they spent listening to the radio and finding a key at Claus’s 
office, an entire night had gone by. 

It threw Ryan off just thinking about it, how much of the summer had 
he missed already? He looked around at the trees, the leaves were still 
green. However long he was gone, at least he hadn’t missed the entire 
summer. 

“Alright, so what does your Dad look like?” asked Raija. 

Ryan showed Her a picture of him on his camera. 

“Got it! Pll go lookin’ for him, you three can check around here. I 
doubt Keshiel would attack you out in the open an’ around all these people, 
just stick together and you'll be fine. Stay safe now!” 

She flew off somewhere to look for him while Ryan and his siblings 
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began their search around town. 

It looked like a majority of the crowd was on the next street over, 
where town hall was. The street they were currently on, the same street the 
corner store was, was completely empty aside from C.Q jackson sitting in 
his van. He looked like he was getting ready to head to the next street over, 
but got distracted by the basket of snacks sitting next to him. 

As Ryan walked around he looked up at the buildings around him 
nervously as if expecting to see Neowise up there somewhere, silently 
waiting for his chance to strike. 

Even more concerningly, when he looked around he saw banners and 
lanterns set up everywhere- something that only happened during one time 
of the year; late August in the days leading up to True Dawn; the day The 
Blinding happened, and Luxtivit; a 13 day long holiday month that started 
with True Dawn, and ended with the new year. 

Right now, the banners were primarily red, black and grey 
representing the sins of the old world, which would typically mean it was 
sometime between August 10th and the 18th, which was True Dawn (it 
should be noted that August is 18 days long on the Vestian calendar). 

That at least helped narrow down what time of year it was, but it was 
far from reassuring. He’d, at the very least, missed three months of his own 
life. 

“Gosh, I hope Dad’s alright...” said Albin. 

“He should be,” said Ellie, “we haven’t heard of any deaths yet.” 

“But we don’t know if he’s hunting anyone! We don’t know how long 
we've been gone either, it could’ve been months! That’s more than enough 
time for him to get close to someone!” 

Ryan looked around some more. No sign of their Dad or Neowise. “I 
wouldn’t worry about it. There’s so many people here in Vesta, he could be 
hunting anyone. The chances of it being someone we know are super low.” 

“Yes, but it’s still a chance!” 

“Albin, relax!” shouted Ellie. “We’re here to get everyone, even if they 
are being hunted, they won’t be for long!” 

“But what if he’s there with them? We saw what he’s capable of, 
nothing’s stopping him from just killing us!” 

“What do you expect us to do then? Just leave our family here to 
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die?!” 

“No! No, of course not! I’m just nervous...” 

“Just calm down! This is gonna be a breeze, you'll see.” she patted 
him on the shoulder. 

“Hey, why don’t we see if C.Q has seen our dad?” said Ryan. 

He walked over to him. 

C.Q was sitting in the back of the van with a basket of various snacks, 
eating a few of them, seemingly waiting for someone. If Ryan had to guess, 
it was Krista, since she didn’t seem to be in the van. 

He stood up when he saw Ryan. “Hey kiddo! You want a granola 
bar?” 

“Sure!” There was no turning down a free granola bar, even in the 
most dire of circumstances. 

C.Q handed him a granola bar. 

“Hey uh, I’m looking for someone and I’m wondering if you’ve seen 
him?” Ryan took out his camera and showed C.Q the picture of his dad. 
“Here’s what he looks like.” 

C.Q took a good look at the picture. “Not sure I have, what’s his 
name?” 

“Christopher Macapen, he’s my dad.” 

“Christopher Macapen?” He thought for a moment, trying to figure 
out what that name reminded him of. “Macapen, huh? Aren’t there some 
missing kids in that family? You don’t happen to be one of them, do you?” 

“y? 

Ryan was cut off before he could even speak by Ellie excitedly 
shouting from behind him. “Oh my god! Look!” 

She was pointing towards a bench facing the harbor at the end of the 
next street over. There on the bench sat Ava, playing on her portable game 
device. 

“You what?” repeated C.Q. 

“Nevermind, we found someone. Thanks for your help!” said Ryan. 

C.Q looked confused, but just shrugged, waved goodbye to them, and 
went back to eating the snacks he was supposed to be giving out instead. 

They approached Ava, who was so focused on her game she didn’t 
even look up at them. 
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As they got closer, Ryan noticed something about her was different. 
For one, the way she dressed was very unusual for her. Instead of the very 
colourful T-shirt and shorts combo she’d usually wear during the summer, 
she wore a loosely fitting black hoodie and sweatpants. 

She was very clearly sweating from it, but she didn’t care and kept 
playing her game. It reminded him of Albin wearing his dad’s winter jacket, 
but obviously less extreme and heat-stroke inducing. 

Ava also wore her hair down rather than in a braid, and was wearing a 
beanie, which was also very unusual for her, especially for the summer. Ava 
always insisted on having her hair up before, Ryan wondered what changed 
that. He also could’ve sworn she seemed... bigger, but maybe that was just 
his imagination. 

“Ava!” called Ellie. 

Startled, she jumped and looked up from her game. She stared at her 
in confusion. “Uh... Who are you? How do you know my name?” 

As she stared at Ellie, Ryan noticed even more differences with her. 
Most notably, she now had a mole on her left cheek, just below her eye. He 
couldn’t remember her ever having it before, but surely he was just 
misremembering things. 

“Tt’s me, Ellie, your cousin!” 

Ava continued to blankly stare at her. “You're... Ellie?” 

“Yes! It’s me! Do you know where your mother is?” 

Ava hesitated. “Oh, she’s... busy.” She went back to her game as if it 
was just any other day. 

Ryan noticed something about her voice was noticeably different, she 
sounded almost... older. But that couldn’t’ve been possible, could it? 

“Ok, where’s your Dad?” continued Ellie. 

“Home.” Ava continued to ignore them. 

Albin looked just about ready to lecture her, but Ellie stopped him 
and continued to try and reason with her. “Listen, our entire family is in 
some serious danger right now, including you!” 

“Ok...” 

Ryan looked over her shoulder, and saw she was playing a game. 
Unsurprisingly, it seemed to be a racing game of sorts- Ava had always been 
big on cars and racing. It looked like some sort of high stakes, story based 


game that played at a dizzyingly fast speed. It looked rather fun, but Ava 
kept running into the sides of the track, getting hit by what looked to be 
bolts of lightning and missiles, and drifting off the road. He hadn’t seen this 
game once before in his life, but he was pretty sure that wasn’t how it was 
supposed to be played. 

“Dangit! Ava, listen to me!” yelled Ellie. “You need to tell us where 
your mom is!” 

“Fine! I will in a minute, just let me beat this race and tell Kelvin 
where I’m going.” 

“We don’t have time for this, besides you can explain this to your 
friend later!” 

“But I promised him Id wait here! He just got up to get us some 
lemonade, can’t you wait?” 

“Fine. Just tell us where your mom is and we'll find her ourselves!” 

Ava went drifting off the track into a pool of lava and the words ‘Game 
Over’ dropped down onto the screen. 

She glared at Ellie. “You made me lose.” 

“AVA!” 

Albin stepped forward and this time Ellie didn’t stop him. “Ava, 
listen. There is an extremely dangerous, deceptive, manipulating and 
horrifying monster on the loose right now, and nowhere is safe. You need 
to find your mom for us so we can get everybody out of harm’s way before 
we all get killed! If we don’t, this monster will follow us until the day we die, 
we'll never know peace again, he’ll eat our souls and—” 

Ryan stopped Albin before he went spiraling and gave himself a panic 
attack. “Listen. You just really, really, need to tell us where your mom is, 
ok?” 

Ava stared at them as if they were insane, which was very 
understandable, all things considered. “Ok... She’s up the street talking to 
some people.” She pointed up the street towards a large crowd. 

“Thank you!” 

They ran towards where she pointed. How long had it been since they 
saw their family, anyways? Ryan thought about how Ava’s appearance 
changed, how the festival was happening now, how when he looked around, 
everything seemed ever so slightly off. 
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He shuddered, it might’ve been only a few days for him, but god 
knows how long it’d been for his family. They walked around, shuffling 
through thin crowds of people that were scattered all over the street. 

After a bit of looking, they picked their Aunt Valerie out of the crowd 
and ran over to her. She was leaning against a stand that was selling cookies 
and talking to the person running it. 

Ryan tapped her on the back. 

“Hold on a second, someone wants to talk to me,” she finished talking 
to her friend, then turned around and screamed. “RYAN?! Oh my god!!” 

She picked him up and hugged him, smothering him in kisses. 

She then noticed Albin and Ellie. “Oh my god! Youre all here!!” She 
hugged and kissed them too, holding all three of them for a long time. She 
finally let go and began to speak again. “Are you three ok?! Where were you 
all this time?!” 

Ryan noticed she was crying tears of joy. “It’s a long story, Albin will 
tell you in a minute. We’re all ok though!” 

“Oh thank goodness! You were gone so long!” Her smile slowly faded 
into a look of horror. She gently felt Ryan’s face. “Your— your face! Oh— oh 
my god... what— what happened to you?!” 

He didn’t want to tell her, at least not right now. “I'll explain 
everything later, I promise.” 

She hugged them again, sobbing hard. “Whatever happened, you're 
safe now. I promise.” 

There was a question forming in the back of Ryan’s head, one he’d 
been dreading ever since he came back to Uniacke, but had been too scared 
to ask. Did he even want to know? Would he like the answer? 

He faced his fears and decided to ask. He needed to know, they all 
did. “... How long were we gone?” 

Valerie wiped the tears from her eyes. “Three years, Ryan... You’ve 
been gone for three years.” 
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CHAPTER 21 


Everyone gasped. 

Ryan expected it to be a long time, sure. Maybe a few months or 
more, the delay between universes never seemed that bad before. But three 
years? Nothing could’ve possibly prepared him for that. 

He started to cry. “Three... years...?” 

It'd been so long, Valerie must’ve thought they were dead. Just 
thinking about it broke his heart. 

Albin began to break down and cry, even Ellie teared up a little. 

“It’s alright, it’s alright.” said Valerie, trying her best to comfort them. 
“You're here now. Everything’s going to be ok.” 
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Ryan hugged her and sobbed into her shirt. “I’m so sorry...” 

“Huh? What are you sorry about?! You did nothing wrong! You’re not 
in any trouble, I promise.” 

“None of us can stay here. We’re all in danger, and it’s all my fault.” 

“What do you mean?!” 

Ryan looked over at Albin, who was still sobbing heavily. He took it 
upon himself to explain the situation to their aunt instead. 

“Listen, I don’t even know where to begin with this but... the night of 
the last day of school, the night we went missing- we got attacked.” 

“God... I remember that. It was nearly one in the morning, and your 
father called me on some random person’s phone over and over again, 
begging me to call the police and head to Seatown to pick you three up. 
When I got there, no one was home. We thought you three got killed, what 
happened?” 

“A man called Keshiel showed up, he’s an angel and one of the top 
commanders of Lucidus’ army. He’s after Albin and wants to kill us.” 

“What?! Why?!” 

“Albin is a nephil. Apparently that’s a sin...” 

“What’s... a nephil...?” 

“He’s part angel.” 

Valerie looked at Albin, then back at Ryan. He could practically see 
the shock and confusion on her face. 

“He is? Well, I knew the wings were from something but...” 

“That’s not even the end of it. I convinced everyone to go after Keshiel 
to try and stop him, and we nearly got killed. But this guy called Claus 
saved us and gave us a gate key.” 

“A what key?” 

“Tl get to that. We started walking to your new place in Robsart, and 
stopped at The Willow Tree in Beisan for something to eat, but...” he 
hesitated. Maybe it was for the best that he left that part out. “A lot 
happened and Keshiel found us again. So we used the gate key, which led us 
to Claus’s office.” 

“Ok...2?” 

“Now, I know this is gonna sound insane, but gate keys are a way to 
travel between universes. Claus’s office is in another universe. We helped 
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him with a few things and...” Ryan sighed. “That’s when I found Neowise, 
woke him up, and unleashed him in our universe. Basically, Neowise is the 
most dangerous thing in the multiverse and he’s very manipulative, and 
very smart. Oh and- there’s a time delay between universes, which is why 
we were gone so long...” 

Valerie stared at him as if he’d grown a second head. “You’re messing 
with me. There’s absolutely no fu—” 

“Look! I have proof!” Ryan took out his camera and showed her the 
pictures he took. “See?” 

She stared at them for a good few minutes, absolutely stunned. “I... I 
need to sit down for a minute.” 

Valerie sat down on a nearby bench and buried her face in her hands, 
trying to process everything that was just explained to her. 

“And... that’s why we need to gather the whole family and get out of 
here...” said Ellie. 

Valerie looked up at her. “What do you mean ‘get out of here’?” 

“lo another universe- but it’s really nice there, and it’s just until 
Neowise leaves.” 

“Oh my god...” Valerie buried her face in her hands again. “I wouldn’t 
believe you, but there’s no other way to explain how you haven’t aged a day 
when you've been gone this long.” 

“T know, I’m still having trouble believing it myself...” 

“Gosh, how am I supposed to explain this to Howard? Or worse, your 
father!” 

“T don’t know, but I think we should start with Ava. We saw her 
earlier.” 

“That’s a good idea, I think she’s down by the harbor with her 
boyfriend.” 

“Who’s her boyfriend?” asked Albin, sniffling a little. 

“Oh, Kelvin. Ava’s known him for about two or so years now, they 
started dating earlier this year. Those two are very close.” She smiled a 
little, but it didn’t last. “I’d hate to separate them, they remind me of 
Howard and I when we were younger.” 

“Ts... there any way we could bring him with us?” 

“Maybe I could talk with his family but... I’m not too sure who they 
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are. I’ve only ever seen his grandfather, and it’s been well over a year now 
since I spoke with him or even seen him. I don’t know why, he’s a nice man, 
and we weren’t on bad terms or anything...” 

Ryan felt just awful. They'd have to break so many connections if they 
were to move to the other universe. And with the universe delay, who 
knows how long they’d be away from the rest of Vesta. 

Entire lifetimes could go by if they weren’t careful. Entire lifetimes 
they’d miss out on, so many people they knew would either be old, or 
worse, dead by the time they got back. 

But that type of thinking wouldn’t do him any good, especially with a 
monster on the loose. So he ignored his fears for now. “We might as well 
just get this over with... The sooner we get going the better.” 

“I guess youre right, I don’t know anything about this...” said Valerie 
sorrowfully. 

They headed back to where Ava was sitting. She was still on the 
bench, playing her game, except now there was a boy sitting next to her, 
who looked to be playing along with her on his own device. 

He turned around and looked at them as they approached. 

He had dark brown, fluffy hair, fair skin covered in freckles, and was 
wearing a summery hat and a green jacket that matched his eyes. That 
must’ve been Kelvin. 

Ryan could tell by looking at the jacket he was wearing that it was old 
and rather worn, but as he got closer he noticed it was the ‘well loved’ jacket 
that’d been on the very bottom of the free bin at the clothes store since he 
was a kid. It was more patches and tears than actual fabric, and just so 
happened to be a particularly odd and unattractive shade of green. 

Out of all its years of being there, not one person took it home. There 
were always better options for sale or in the bin. Hell, even if you had no 
experience with making jackets and absolutely no clue what you were 
doing, you’d at least have the upper hand with colour and style. 

Yet somehow, Kelvin must’ve been to the clothing store, looked into 
that bin, saw that absolutely horrific, silverfish eaten, dirt coated jacket, 
and said ‘That’s the one!’ and took it home. 

The mental image both scared and boggled Ryan, why would 
anybody want such a thing? The only use he could possibly imagine for it 
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was as a rag or temporary clothing someone expected to get destroyed or 
dirtied, and was using instead of their better clothing. 

Outside of his questionable fashion sense however, Kelvin seemed 
like just an ordinary kid. Yet another person who was unaware of what was 
going on, and yet another person that could fall prey to Neowise. 

Ryan forced that thought out of his head, and followed Valerie over to 
Ava. As dire as things were, that thinking wouldn’t do him any good. 

Valerie approached Ava and tapped her shoulder to get her attention. 
“Ava, I’m sorry, but we got to go.” 

Ava put her game down and looked up at her. “Already?! We just got 
here an hour ago!” 

“I know. Look, I’ll explain everything when we get where we're going, 
ok?” 

“We're... not going home?” 

“Tm not sure where we're going, but it’s too dangerous to stay here.” 

“What?! What in the world is going on?” 

“Again, I said I’ll explain later.” 

“Can I come with you guys?” asked Kelvin. 

“Huh? Your parents would be worried sick about you! We'll have to 
bring you with us some other time.” 

Kelvin looked down at his feet. “Oh... Right. Can I at least come along 
for the ride? I have nothing to do today.” 

“Please mom?” said Ava, holding Kelvin’s hand and lightly squeezing 
it. “I promise he won’t cause trouble.” 

Valerie sighed. “Fine. Just make sure his parents know about this 
later, ok?” 

Kelvin smiled. “Thank you!” 

They made their way to the nearest bus stop and sat down. 

While Valerie began to try and explain everything to Ava, Kelvin 
walked over to Ryan. 

“Hi hi!” Kelvin said cheerfully. “I’m Kelvin! What’s your name?” 

Ryan was almost caught off guard from how upbeat he was. “Oh- uh, 
my name’s Ryan. It’s... nice to meet you!” 

He sat down next to them. “It’s nice to meet you too!” 

Now that they were here, Ryan decided to ask about their strange 
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choice in fashion. “Hey uh... sorry if this sounds rude but, why the jacket?” 

“Huh? What do you mean?” 

“That’s... the jacket from the free bin, why are you wearing it?” 

“Oh, it’s so I can’t wreck it.” 

Ryan was baffled. “What?” 

“So if I... if I wreck this one, it'll be better because I won’t be wrecking 
another better jacket.” 

“But that one’s already wrecked! What’s the point?!” 

Kelvin looked like he was struggling to find the words for whatever he 
wanted to say and leaned back, thinking while twiddling his thumbs. “This 
one isn’t hard to fix when it gets messed up. Not as many people notice.” 

Ryan still wasn’t understanding what Kelvin was trying to explain all 
that well, but just decided to change topics instead. He could already feel a 
small headache coming on trying to understand Kelvin’s reasons for 
wearing the jacket. “Why are you here?” 

“Oh, I just had a question, that’s all! Do you know what all this is 
about?” 

“What, Ava having to go somewhere?” 

“Yeah, that! What’s going on?” 

Ryan turned to Albin and Ellie. “Should I even bother trying to 
explain this to him?” 

“I mean, it'll probably make things a lot less confusing for him,” said 
Ellie. “It’s the least you can do, really.” 

Ryan looked back at Kelvin. “Well... I’m not too sure where to even 
start with this but... the reason Ava has to go is because there’s this monster 
on the loose. A monster called ‘Neowise.’ I doubt you're familiar with him, 
but he’s basically the most dangerous thing in the entire multiverse. Yes, 
there’s a multiverse. I’d explain everything else but... maybe that’s better 
some other time.” 

Kelvin looked, to say the least, very conflicted, which was 
understandable. “So youre taking her to another universe...?” 

Ryan was shocked. How] he figure that out? “Yes, actually. Geez, 
you re smarter than you look!” 

He smiled, yet somehow, something seemed so sad about the way he 
did. He must’ve understood the implications of what was going on 
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somehow. Ryan almost regretted telling him, but there was no going back 
now. 

“Anyways,” continued Kelvin. “What about that Neowise guy? What is 
he like, to you, anyways?” 

Ryan hesitated. Now that was something that could scare your 
average person. “Don’t worry about that, it’s nothing.” 

“Youre not gonna scare me! Just tell me, is Ava gonna be alright?” 

He sighed. “Alright, fine. He’s this horrific, extremely deceptive 
monster that eats souls that pretends to be people’s friends. Don’t worry 
though, Ava will be fine. She’s gonna be far, far away from him, so he'll 
never be able to get her.” 

“Oh...” 

He noticed Kelvin was now crying a little. “What’s wrong?” 

It took Kelvin a moment to respond. “But... What about me?” 

Ryan hadn’t even considered what the people still living on Vesta 
were going to do. “We'll figure something out, you'll be fine though, don’t 
worry! He’s always wearing a necklace with a glowing crystal, so if you keep 
an eye out for that, you'll be fine.” 

“Tl keep an eye out...” Kelvin sniffled and wiped his tears on his 
sleeve. 

The bus to Robsart pulled up and they all got on. It was, 
unfortunately, the 22, which had to go to the terminal over in Armouth 
before it headed back towards Robsart, but any other bus would take hours 
to arrive- hours they might not have. 

It was going to be a long trip, so once he sat down, Ryan went ahead 
and got comfortable. 

He took out his radio, put on his headphones and decided to listen to 
the broadcast a little. He caught one of the afternoon music blocks right in 
the middle of a song. 

It wasn’t a song he was familiar with, but he didn’t really care. He 
looked out the window, watched the scenery outside go by and got lost in 
thought. 

He thought of what they’d do once they got everybody together. He 
imagined himself hugging his father, tearfully explaining what happened to 
him as he gently comforted him. After having dinner, they’d go through 
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their house, packing all their belongings. They’d take one final, melancholy 
look around the house, shedding a few tears here and there while recalling 
cherished memories, then head out onto the ferry. 

Ryan could practically feel himself there in that moment, at the back 
of the ferry, watching their house drift out of view, the sea breeze blowing 
through his hair. It’d be the last time he saw it, maybe for a few days, 
weeks, months, years... 

Or the rest of his life. 

They’d meet back up with Raija at some point, find somewhere out of 
public view, then open the gate to their new home, The Jungle of Lights. 
Raija would also, hopefully, explain to him what exactly a jungle was 
sometime along the way. 

Ava would say her farewells to Kelvin, hopefully temporarily, and 
then he would guide the rest of his family through the gate (probably after 
quite a few explanations and reassurances.) 

On the other side, he’d introduce his family to Sequothria, and get 
everyone settled in. Raija would lead them to wherever they’d be staying, 
and they'd get settled in over the course of the day. 

By sunset, everybody would be outside, sharing stories and 
reconnecting for the first time in too long. He could feel the cool air of the 
night, the chirping of frogs. It'd be almost like a camping trip, but longer. 

Who knows how long they'd stay there, all alone. Would they spend 
the rest of their lives there? Isolated... and away from the rest of their 
planet? Surely they wouldn’t, right? 

No, they couldn’t. He wouldn’t let that happen. If things really got 
that bad, and Neowise stayed there that long, they’d create a plan B- for 
everyone. 

They’d head back to whatever was left of Vesta, and evacuate 
everyone. But how would they even go about doing that? They were just one 
family, one very unfortunate family. 

Sure, they’d be able to get Kelvin’s family, maybe a few other close 
contacts, but who else would listen to them? The Macapens lived on an 
island in the middle of the harbor. All their neighbors were elders, and they 
didn’t even get the paper in the morning! How were they supposed to get 
everybody’s attention? 
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He leaned against the window and sighed. It felt like no matter what 
he did, there was no correct option. 

As the bus passed over the bridge towards Armouth, he spotted his 
home, Seatown Island. 

The light was on upstairs. Someone was home. 

He smiled, and wondered what his dad could be doing right now. 

Even though they probably wouldn’t be home for a very, very long 
time, the thought of finally seeing his dad again filled him with joy. They 
just needed to pick up Howard, grab a few things from Valerie’s place and 
then head back to Uniacke. 

The rest would figure itself out from there. He let himself relax, and 
looked out towards Armouth. It was a beautiful day out and big, puffy 
clouds decorated the sky. 

As he looked up at them, the silhouette of a massive black cat leapt up 
on top of one and gazed down at the world below it. It was Siglex, all by 
themself, and they were looking directly at him. 

Startled, he jumped a little, causing his headphones to fall off his 
head and go tumbling onto the floor of the bus. 

“Dammit...” He mumbled, picking them back up. 

When he put them back on and looked out the window, Siglex was 
gone. 

Why were they there? ...Nothing was about to go wrong, right? He 
decided to just ignore them and go back to listening to the radio. 

He couldn’t just give up on his family, even if something bad really 
was about to happen. 

He looked over at Kelvin and Ava. They were cuddled up next to each 
other playing a game together on their devices, so close they were nearly on 
each other’s laps. They looked so happy, it broke his heart to imagine them 
being separated- or worse, something happening to poor Kelvin while they 
were gone. Feeling overwhelmed, he just went back to looking out the 
window. 

Albin shook his shoulder. 

He took off his headphones and looked over at him. “What is it?” 

“It’s Kelvin, something’s kind of off about them, if you know what I 
mean.” 
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Ryan looked back over at Kelvin, who was giving Ava a kiss on the 
cheek. Ava blushed and quickly kissed him back. He giggled a little, then 
closed his eyes and rested his head against her shoulder. The two of them 
then held each other, smiling. 

Ryan didn’t see anything off, until he looked closer- where something 
about Kelvin’s outfit became dreadfully obvious. 

Ryan snickered. “It’s the jacket isn’t it?” 

“Yeah, it is.” 

They both bursted out into laughter. Ryan looked over at him again 
and then tried to keep his voice down. “It looks like one of the rags dad uses 
to clean stuff outside!” 

Ellie turned around in her seat and looked back at them. “Hey, be 
nice! The rags don’t deserve to be compared to that thing!” 

They all laughed so hard they nearly fell out of their seats. 

“What are you three laughing about?!” asked Valerie. 

“Oh, it’s nothing.” said Ellie, snickering. 

Valerie gave them a skeptical look, then turned back around in her 
seat. “...Alrighty then!” 

Albin looked over at Kelvin again, then back towards Ryan. “It looks 
like something you’d find washed up on the beach!” 

Ryan looked over at them, then laughed. “It does!” 

Ellie laughed. “Poor Ava, her boyfriend dresses like a piece of beach 
junk!” 

Albin glanced at them again. “No, worse. He looks like something 
you'd see on the curb!” 

“Oh no, with how old that jacket is, it’s probably compostable at this 
point.” 

They laughed again. Ryan felt a little bad making fun of Kelvin like 
this, but he’d do anything for a little happiness right now. Even if it came at 
someone else’s expense. 

“Ok, clearly you're all laughing about something.” said Valerie, 
turning around in her seat to look at them. “You’re not making fun of 
anyone, are you?” 

“No,” Ellie lied. “We’re just sharing a few jokes, that’s all.” 

“Alright, but if I catch you making fun of anyone back there you're in 
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trouble!” 

“Don’t worry, we won't!” 

Albin quietly leaned out of his seat again, probably preparing to make 
another joke at Kelvin’s expense. 

But instead of coming up with a new insult, this time he froze in 
horror. 

Ryan leaned over to see what he was looking at and was hit with that 
same familiar sense of fear. 

There was a faint red glow coming from underneath Kelvin’s coat. 

A glow like the glow of viteroite. 

“That could be anything,” said Ellie. “It’s not the necklace, that light 
could be from anything.” 

Ryan shook off his fear immediately. The last thing he wanted to do 
was ruin what could be the last moment Ava had with her boyfriend. 
“You're right, it’s nothing.” 

Albin looked back at them. “Yeah but, what if it ts the necklace? What 
if that is Neowise?” 

“Albin, relax, it’s nothing.” 

“No! I can’t relax! If that’s Neowise, then he could’ve been around her 
for three years! He’s her boyfriend, imagine how much she’d trust him by 
now!” He looked back at Kelvin again. “Ryan. He knows we're leaving. 
Nothing is stopping him from just silently killing Ava before we get to 
somewhere safe.” 

Ryan looked over at Kelvin again. He was now watching Ava play her 
game with his arm wrapped around her, smiling. 

Thanks to how he was sitting now, it became very obvious he was 
wearing a necklace of some sort. 

“...He’s absolutely wearing a necklace.” said Ryan. 

“Ts it the glowing one?!” asked Albin. 

“T don’t know.” 

They looked at eachother, silently debating what to do. Ryan looked 
at Kelvin one last time. If he was to say anything, he could easily ruin Ava’s 
day. He’d waste so much time they didn’t have. 

But if it was Neowise, Ava’s life was in extreme danger. 

It wasn’t worth the risk, he had to protect Ava. 
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He turned to Ellie. “Stop the bus.” 
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CHAPTER 22 


As materiality flows 


Ellie leaned over and pulled the string that requested a stop. 

“Hey! Don’t mess with that!” shouted Valerie. 

“We have to stop!” said Ellie. 

“What?! We’re in the middle of downtown Armouth! Why?!” 

“Ava’s in danger!” 

The bus pulled over and they got up. Ryan immediately headed over 
to Ava. 

She looked up at him. “Why’d we stop?” 

“No time to explain. Get up, we have to go.” 

“Oh for gods sake... What’s going on now?!” 
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“Kelvin isn’t who you think he is. Leave him here, we gotta go.” 

“WHAT?! Youre kidding!” 

“Tm not! Come on!” He grabbed Ava by her wrist and started leading 
her out of the bus. 

“HEY! STOP!” 

“Wait!” shouted Kelvin. “What are you doing?! There has to be some 
mistake here! Stop!” 

Ryan considered the possibility that the glow he saw wasn’t the 
necklace and stopped. 

He held Ava by her shoulders and looked her right in the eyes. “Ava. 
Is Kelvin wearing a necklace with a glowing red crystal?” 

“What’s that have to do with anything?!” 

He shook her. “Dangit! Is he or is he not?!” 

“He is. It’s just his lucky necklace though! His mother gave it to him, I 
don’t understand what’s so—” 

“That is not Kelvin. You’re being hunted by Neowise!” 

“What?! No! You’ve got it all wrong! Neowise is a monster! Kelvin 
loves me! He would never hurt anyone unless he absolutely had to, 
especially not me!” 

“That’s exactly what he wants you to think!” He led Ava off the bus 
and let go of her. 

“T know Kelvin! I’ve known him for three years, he isn’t Neowise! You 
know nothing about him! He’s the sweetest, nicest person I know and he 
means the world to me! He’d never hurt me or anyone!” 

“He’s tricked you! He’s just trying to gain your trust so he can eat 
your soul!” 

“No he isn’t! You can’t just show up out of thin air after being gone for 
three years and start bossing me around!” 

Valerie came out from the bus with Albin and Ellie trailing behind 
her. “Ok, can everyone please explain what’s going on now?” 

Ava began to cry. “He’s not Neowise! He’s not! Mom, please! You’ve 
seen him, he’d never hurt a fly!” 

“Wait, what? What’s going on?” 

Kelvin quietly came up behind Ryan and put his hand on his 
shoulder. “Leave us alone.” He said, his voice a tiny bit deeper and raspier 
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than usual. “None of this is your business.” 

Kelvin’s hand was cold. Cold as the grave. He shivered, for that could 
only mean one thing; Kelvin was, without a doubt, Neowise. He’d hidden so 
well... 

“Kelvin!” cried Ava. “They think you’re Neowise and they won’t listen 
to me!” 

“Huh? What'd I do?!” 

“T don’t know!” 

He looked at Ryan. “Look, I don’t know what I did to bug you, but I 
promise Ill get out of your way soon. I just wanna see Ava before she 
leaves, is that too much to ask?” 

The way he talked, the way he looked at him, everything about it felt 
so real. Even though he was terrified of him, he felt like Neowise was being 
genuine somehow. Like he actually meant no harm. 

But he knew that wasn’t the case, the monster that chased him down 
days ago, and harassed him in his dreams while he was dying, was still fresh 
in his memory. He might’ve been good at pretending, but it didn’t change 
the fact that deep down, Neowise was not Kelvin, and never would be. 

The boy that Ava loved and everything he ever said or did was all part 
of an elaborate trick. He was just another animal hunting its prey. 

And worse, the more Ryan thought about it, the more he began to 
realize Kelvin might’ve existed at some point as an actual person. What was 
stopping Neowise from killing someone and taking their place? Or worse, 
what if Neowise was Kelvin, and had just taken control of them somehow? 

Ryan felt a chill go down his spine. He just hoped that if the latter was 
true, and if Kelvin was still alive in there somewhere, he wasn’t aware of 
everything that’d been happening. Ryan wasn’t much for relationships, but 
even he could appreciate how horrifying that situation would be. 

He knew he had to do something, anything! If Kelvin was being 
controlled by Neowise, he had to help them. And he couldn’t just let them 
kill his cousin either! 

But Neowise was so powerful, so dangerous. And Ava just wouldn’t 
listen! Maybe he could try and talk his way out of the situation for now? 

“Look, Ava, why don’t we just discuss this somewhere else? You 
know,” He nervously looked at Neowise, who still had his hand on his 
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shoulder. “Away... from Neowise?” 

“Ok, so first of all, I’m not Neowise,” said Neowise. “Second, I think 
you've discussed this with her enough.” he shoved him away. 

Ryan felt a rage building up inside of him. “No! Shut up!” He shoved 
them back. “I’m not going to let you hurt her!” 

“Tm not going to hurt her!” shouted Neowise. 

“Yes you are! Nobody’s falling for your tricks anymore!” 

“Tricks?! What?!” They hesitated, like they were planning their next 
move. They looked back at Ava. “I’m not tricking anyone, I promise!” 

Ava stood beside Neowise and wrapped her arm around him. “Please! 
Just listen to him!” 

Ryan clenched his fist, remembering the horrible dream he’d had 
about Neowise a few nights ago. He recalled Neowise killing Ava, then 
going on to kill everyone else and destroy the multiverse. He then harassed 
and taunted him, seemingly not a care in the world. Why wouldn’t they? 
Their plan was already in action, and they had Ava exactly where they 
wanted her this entire time. The dream really was just a practice round for 
them, wasn’t it? 

He took a deep breath. He couldn’t let them get away with killing his 
cousin, and he didn’t care what got in his way. 

He punched Neowise as hard as he could, catching them off guard 
and knocking them over. 

“KELVIN!” cried Ava. 

She tried to stop Ryan but he shoved her away and continued going 
for Neowise. 

Neowise stayed on the ground, staring at him. “P-please! I don’t mean 
any harm! Leave me alone!” 

“No! Shut up!” He kicked Neowise in the ribs. “I’m not going to let 
you hurt anyone else, you hear me?” 

“Ryan STOP! Please!” begged Ava. 

“You ruined my life!” Screamed Ryan at the top of his lungs, shaking 
from pure fury. “I hope you rot in hell!” 

He was about to kick them again when Ava pulled him away. 

Without thinking, he turned around and punched her. 

Valerie gasped. “RYAN!” 
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Ava stumbled back and began to cry, and Valerie quickly wrapped her 
arms around her. Ryan saw his siblings back away a little out of the corner 
of his eye. 

Ryan couldn’t even process what he just did before Neowise spun him 
around and grabbed him by the front of his shirt. 

They got terrifyingly close to him and stared deep into his eyes. “You 
listen here, and you listen well. Don’t you ever hurt Ava. You hear me?” 

He shoved Neowise away from him again. “Me?! You're the one that’s 
going to kill her!” 

“T’m not. Listen, I don’t know who you think you are, but I will not let 
you hurt her.” 

“Tm not trying to hurt her! I’m trying to save her from you, you ugly 
sack of shit! You’re not even her real boyfriend!” 

Valerie decided to step in and put herself in between the two of them, 
pushing them away from each other. “Alright, listen. Why don’t we just deal 
with this later before someone gets seriously hurt? I doubt little ol’ Kelvin 
here is anything dangerous.” 

“No! You don’t understand! God dammit! That’s just what he wants 
you to think! He’s not Kelvin, he’s taken over their—” 

“Ryan, come on! Let’s settle this maturely, please?” 

He watched Neowise out of the corner of his eye walk over to Ava and 
talk to her, pretending to comfort her. He put his hand on her shoulder, and 
she tightly hugged him, crying into his shirt. Neowise hugged her back, and 
began to stare coldly at Ryan. He pointed to his eyes, and then pointed at 
Ryan. 

Ryan clenched his teeth and growled, frustrated. Nobody was going to 
listen to him no matter what he said. He glanced at Neowise’s necklace 
faintly shining underneath his coat, and knew what he had to do. 

“Fine!” He shouted. “If you won't listen to me, I guess I'll just have to 
show you!” 

Without thinking, caught in a blind and dangerous rage, he shoved 
Valerie away as hard as he could, ran towards Neowise, and pulled him 
away from Ava. “Get away from her!” 

Neowise grabbed him before he could do anything, catching him by 
the back of his coat. “Listen. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
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“Oh bull shit! You really think that’ll work on me?” 

“You won’t like what'll happen if I try to hurt you. I don’t want to hurt 
you, but if you keep doing this, I'll have no choice.” 

“You think you can just lie to me after you told me exactly what you’re 
gonna do?!” 

“What?” 

“In a dream, you told me you were going to kill Ava, and then destroy 
the multiverse. What, you have the memory of a goldfish?” 

“What?! What are you talking about!?” 

“You know exactly what I’m talking about.” 

Neowise changed the topic. “Listen, I’ve been here for three years, 
living peacefully with Ava and there’s never been any ill will between us.” 

Ryan balled his hands into fists and looked down at the ground. 

“And I don’t know who you think you are barging into my life and 
trying to take her from me and hurt her, but I won’t stand it.” 

“You know what?” said Ryan, looking back at Neowise. 

“What now?” 

“No, you know what? I don’t want to hurt you either. But you’ve also 
given me no choice. You've barged into my life, taken away everything I’ve 
loved. Why should I care if the same happens to you? Why should J care if 
you get a little hurt after you’ve ruined countless lives before?” 

“Ryan, I haven’t—” 

“T’m not going to stand you anymore. You’ve left me with no choice.” 

Neowise put his hand on his hip and sighed a little. “And what’s 
that?” 

Ryan took a deep breath, preparing himself. “Why don’t you see for 
yourself, asshole?” 

Before Neowise could react any further, Ryan reached for their 
necklace as fast as he possibly could, and pulled it off with all his might. 

Almost immediately, Neowise let go of him and melted into a 
thousand colours, turning into what Ryan now knew as ximorenis. 

Ava screamed and Albin ran. 

“What the hell is that?!” screamed Valerie. 

Ryan held up the necklace triumphantly. “What he really is!” 

He was fully expecting that to be the end of Neowise; the fact they 


started falling apart as soon as he took the necklace off was solid proof they 
needed it to live. 

But, there was one thing he had failed to consider; 

Neowise’s sheer ability to survive. 

Struggling to keep themself together, Neowise reached for the 
necklace. 

Ryan tried to pull it away, but it was too late, they were just too fast. 

With a single swipe of their arm, they grabbed it from him, their hand 
going effortlessly through his as if it was water. The ximorenis immediately 
began to spread, consuming his hand and flowing up his arm. 

In an instant, Ryan was hit with a sensation unlike anything he’d ever 
experienced before. He screamed in agony and fell backwards. 

It was like every possible feeling, every emotion, absolutely 
everything all at once. All his senses were overwhelmed, his head was 
pounding. 

And yet, somehow, it felt like nothing, like neither him nor his hand 
existed. 

“RYAN!” screamed Ellie. She ran to his side, kneeling down beside 
him. 

His right hand had turned completely into ximorenis. He could barely 
even see from how overwhelmed and confused he was, what was happening 
to it? Was it fusing with the ground? 

He was shaking and squirming around violently, as if someone else 
was controlling his body. Feeling of what was where kept dancing around 
everywhere, creating vivid mental images of himself being twisted into 
impossible, painful shapes. It was absolutely unbearable, even his breathing 
and very thoughts had become chaotic and unpredictable. 

Everything was an overwhelming, excruciating blur, but he managed 
to make out a bit of his surroundings. 

He saw Neowise, who was, much to his dismay, wearing the necklace 
again. He was still disguised as Kelvin, and seemed to be shouting 
something at Ava, who just screamed “Stay away from me!” in response 
with her face buried in her mother’s coat. Valerie was visibly shaking and 
holding Ava as tightly as possible, refusing to even look at Neowise. 

Neowise shifted back to his normal form, and nearly fell over, 
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destabilizing a little and making an agonized sounding groan. He got down 
on his knees and continued to shout, but Ava still responded the same. 

Everything was starting to make a little sense again, but Ryan was 
still in too much pain to get up. Ellie was now holding his unaffected hand, 
tears streaming down her face. 

Neowise got up, and looked over at Ryan. His vision was still 
incredibly blurry, but he could tell they were staring directly at him. He 
could only feel a vague, yet intense sense of fear as they began to walk over 
to him. 

Neowise quietly walked up to them and knelt down next to Ryan. He 
was so, so dangerously close, only inches away from touching him. Ellie 
noticed and gasped, but stayed by Ryan’s side, holding his hand tighter. 

Ryan felt like he was about to pass out from fear. Neowise could do 
anything to him. His cover was already blown, and even though they were 
clearly injured now thanks to their necklace having been removed, nothing 
was stopping them from seriously hurting him. 

What would they even do to him? What couldn't they do to him? 
Neowise could come up with ways to hurt him he couldn’t even 
comprehend, what was stopping him from doing anything? 

Ellie was shaking, crying the hardest Ryan had seen her cry in years 
while looking at the ground and away from Neowise. He prayed Neowise 
wouldn’t hurt her either. She didn’t do anything, and she most certainly 
didn’t deserve any of what she was going through right now. 

Neowise stayed still, staring at him and visibly struggling to keep 
himself stable. His face was too unstable for his expression to be read, and 
he kept distorting and twisting in horrific ways. 

Then, out of nowhere, he stabilized, and pushed Ellie away from him 
with an alarming amount of force. He couldn’t see what happened to her, or 
if she was ok, but he didn’t hear a reaction from her. 

Neowise began to destabilize again, looking wherever Ellie ended up... 

Then back at Ryan. 

Slowly, he extended his hand towards him. 

Ryan could feel his heart pounding, and he was sure it was growing 
increasingly out of pace. He felt like he was falling apart on every level, 
mental, physical, and spiritual. He wanted to close his eyes, but he was 
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frozen solid from fear. 

Neowise began to destabilize, but they persisted. The last thing Ryan 
could understand was their hand touching him, then feeling his very 
consciousness become shredded into something unusable. 

“GET AWAY FROM HIM!” Something said. 

Ryan saw... something, and Neowise was thrown off of him. Or, at 
least, he thought it was. He wasn’t sure if he recognized his own thoughts 
anymore. 

Everything began to clear again, and he saw Neowise on the ground, 
barely stable. Ellie was standing in between him and Neowise. 

They began to stand up, but Ellie didn’t budge. Was... she...? 

Neowise let out something that sounded like a roar and began to take 
a much more terrifying form, towering over her. 

Ellie still didn’t budge. 

Suddenly, Neowise destabilized a lot more and fell over again, landing 
on his hands and knees. He was audibly panting, as if in pain. He must’ve 
still been weakened from the necklace being taken. 

He looked over his shoulder at Ava, and Ellie got the courage to kick 
him again. 

He landed on his side, staring at her. She backed away a little, but 
stayed close to Ryan. 

Neowise began to very weakly stand up... 

Then spread his wings and flew off alarmingly fast. Ellie visibly 
relaxed. 

Ryan was shaking all over, both from the pain and the fear. It seemed 
like it was finally over, but something was still very off. 

He stayed where he was, lying down on the pavement and catching 
his breath. He was such an idiot, what was he thinking?! He still felt so 
confused, so overwhelmed, so wrong. What in the world just happened to 
him? 

Ellie sat down next to him and gently rubbed his head.“J-just breathe, 
he’s gone, I’m here. E-everything’s going to be ok, I promise.” she said as 
softly as she could. 

He continued to calm down, taking deep breaths and letting his heart 
rate slow down a little. 
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As he did, he started to notice the most peculiar feeling in his hand. It 
wasn’t like a pain or a numbness, but a weird cold sensation instead. 

It was almost like it wasn’t there at all. 

He carefully lifted up his arm to see what happened to it, wincing in 
pain as he did. 

As soon as he saw it, he felt so horrified it was as if time itself had 
stopped. 

His hand, wrist and a bit of his lower arm had been turned into an 
unknown, hard material, frozen in the position it was in the very second the 
ximorenis hit it. 

Even worse, the more he looked at it, the more he began to realize it 
wasn’t just his hand that’d been turned to stone, but his jacket as well. The 
ximorenis had fused his sleeve with his arm. 

Ellie stared at it in horror. She looked like she wanted to say 
something, but was too terrified for anything to come out. After staring 
fearfully, unsure what to say, she finally began to speak. “R-Ryan... I... A- 
are you... ok? P-please be ok... please...” 

Even though he knew it wouldn’t work, Ryan tried to move his hand. 
Nothing happened, it was as if he didn’t have a hand at all. He couldn’t even 
bend his wrist or turn his lower arm. 

He felt it with his other hand and began to cry. “No!” He shouted. “No 
I’m not!” 

Ellie helped him sit up and hugged him. “I’m... so sorry... y-you didn’t 
deserve this.” 

He sobbed into her sweater. “It’s not your fault...” 

She quietly held him for what felt like an hour, both of them softly 
crying. 

Ryan heard Valerie walking over. “What happened...? Is he alright?” 

Ellie let go of him, and Ryan showed her what happened to his arm. 
He kept his eyes locked on the ground, and didn’t say a word. 

Valerie gasped. “O-oh my g-god... Your hand- it’s...” 

“It’s useless...” muttered Ryan, barely able to speak from how hard he 
was crying. 

Everything still hurt so much, it all felt wrong in a way he couldn’t 
explain. Valerie picked him up and hugged him. 
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Ava nervously walked over, and hung her head in shame. “I-I’m so 
SOITY...” 

Ryan felt a tinge of anger inside him. It was all her fault! She didn’t 
listen and he paid the price with his hand! He wanted to shout at her, hit 
her even, but he knew Ava never meant for any of this to happen. He’d 
fallen for Neowise’s tricks himself; nobody was immune to them. 

Valerie gently set him down, and he tried to walk. He quickly became 
dizzy and fell to his knees. 

“Stupid, stupid Neowise!” He screamed, the rage from before coming 
back stronger than ever. 

He slammed his fist into the ground, not even feeling it. Neowise had 
taken so much from him. His home, his hand, his life- it was all too much. 
He wished he was stronger, strong enough to stop Neowise. Strong enough 
to do horrible, torturous things to him, to absolutely break him, make him 
cry for mercy, to give him even a taste of the absolute hell he’d put him and 
his family through. 

But time and time again he’d learned Neowise was a truly 
unstoppable force in the multiverse. There was nothing he could do, things 
were just the way they were. He just prayed he wouldn’t lose anything else. 

Valerie helped him up again and he stumbled. Whenever he tried to 
move, it rarely worked how he wanted to. He’d almost completely lost his 
sense of where his limbs were, and he could feel a bizarre sensation all over. 
It felt almost like pins and needles, except way, way worse. 

He was still so confused as well. The ximorenis must’ve scrambled his 
senses; he hoped it wouldn’t stay like this forever. 

“Can you walk?” she asked. 

“No, everything’s... wrong.” 

She picked him up and cradled him in her arms. “It’s alright, I got 
you. Everything’s going to be ok.” 

He wished he could believe her, that he could just relax and believe 
that everything was going to work itself out. But he couldn’t stop himself 
from worrying. 

What if Raija and her mother couldn’t fix his hand? What if Neowise 
found them again? What if once they left, they’d never go back home? 
When would fate, the ‘tide’, or whatever he was caught up in finally be done 
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with him? 

Valerie walked over to a bus stop and set Ryan down on the bench. 
She then looked around, growing increasingly worried. “Where’s Albin?” 

“He ran as soon as Neowise... you know.” said Ellie. She wiped some 
more tears from her eyes, then turned to Ryan. “Will you be ok?” 

“Yeah, I... think so.” 

“Ok, hang in there, I’m gonna go look for him.” She lightly squeezed 
his shoulder then walked off. 

Ava sat down on the other end of the bench and buried her face in her 
hands, crying. 

“I’m so stupid...” she mumbled. “I should’ve never even talked to 
him....” 

Ryan considered shouting at her, telling her exactly how he felt. But 
he decided against it. “This is all my fault, don’t worry...” 

“No it isn’t! Look what happened to your hand!” 

“T shouldn’t have grabbed that stupid necklace.” 

“And I should’ve just listened! You’re hurt and it’s my fault!” 

Valerie put her arm around her. “This is nobody’s fault. I never 
noticed anything off about Kelvin, and I know you never did either.” 

“No! I should’ve known! I knew he was different, I knew it! I saw him 
do so many bizarre, unexplainable things! He was so strong... so fast... so 
smart... I should’ve known something was up with him! I’m so stupid!” she 
cried even harder. “He was the only person who ever understood me, and 
he wasn’t even real! I wish I never met him!” 

“Ava, nobody could’ve seen this coming. This isn’t your fault.” 

Ryan winced and felt his head. It was still aching, and he had to be 
careful not to focus on what just happened to him. If he thought about it too 
much, it’d make his headache worse. 

Every time he thought about it, he couldn’t recall the ximorenis in the 
slightest. The places it was in his memory were like wounds, torn into the 
images in his mind, and it physically hurt just to recall it. 

He wasn’t sure if it'd ever go away. The only thing he could do was try 
and forget it, but it was unlikely that would ever happen. He didn’t forget 
what happened at The Willow Tree, he didn’t forget when Neowise chased 
him, and he most certainly didn’t forget the nymtrott attack, why would this 
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be any different? 

He felt the part of his arm where the stone part began, and his sleeve 
and arm fused together. It was extremely sore in some spots, while numb 
and cold in others. He could see blood seeping through his sleeve, but that 
wasn’t even the worst of it. 

He was beginning to notice it wasn’t just the stone part of his hand 
that was wrong, but a bit of his arm above it as well. He could feel various 
parts of his arm hurting, and as he felt it with his other hand, things that 
shouldn’t have been there. 

He could feel hard things just underneath his skin, places that’d sting 
or make him jolt every time he touched them, and many things he didn’t 
even want to describe. But worst of all, he began to notice that in some 
places, his sleeve was directly connected to his skin, sometimes even 
replacing it. 

He wanted to throw up just looking at it. It felt bad enough, but he 
couldn’t imagine how much worse it looked below his jacket. He wasn’t 
even sure if he’d be able to take off his jacket again in the first place. 

He laid back and closed his eyes, taking a few deep breaths. Maybe 
Raija would be able to fix it? Surely someone could, right? 

There was a loud thud on the roof of the bus stop that caught 
everyone’s attention. Someone had landed on top of it. Whoever it was then 
jumped off, trying to do a backflip. 

Unfortunately for them, the top of a bus stop didn’t have very much 
traction since it wasn’t meant to be walked on, so they slipped and fell. They 
crashed down onto the ground right in front of Valerie, revealing it to be 
Raija. 

“Good lord! Where’d you come from?!” shouted Valerie, trying her 
best not to laugh at Her. 

“Tm ok!” Raija got up without using Her hands. “I just tried to do a 
trick, that’s all.” 

“Who are you?” 

“Oh I’m Raija, Ryan’s friend. I’m guessin’ you're his ma or somethin’? 
What’s your name?” 

“My name is Valerie, and I’m actually his aunt.” 

“Ah, close enough. Well, I guess I don’t need the picture again.” 
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Ryan sat up. “Hey Raija...” 

“What’s wrong?” She walked over to him. As soon as She saw his 
hand She gasped. “Sweet Serenus! What’s happened to your hand?!” 

“Neowise did...” 

“He was here?! My goodness! Are you ok?” 

“No... I can’t use my hand at all. You can fix it... right?” 

Raija frowned and looked down at Her feet. “I’m afraid not. It’s... not 
really your hand anymore. Me and Ma, we can heal wounds but... we can’t 
change what things are made of. I’m sorry Ryan...” 

He began to cry again, this time even harder. This couldn’t be 
happening, this shouldn’t be happening! Nothing about it was fair! He 
curled himself up into a ball and buried his face in his arms. He’d have to 
live the rest of his life like this, with shattered dreams and a useless right 
hand. 

Raija patted him on the back. “Hey now, don’t you give up yet! Maybe 
we can find some sorta alternative down the line?” 

“T just want my hand back...” 

“T know...” She sat down next to him and hugged him. 

“My life’s ruined! I can’t do anything with my hand like this!” 

“Tm sure you'll be able to adjust, I have faith you can.” 

He sighed. Everything felt so impossible. 

“Oh, hey Raija.” said Ellie, leaning against the wall of the bus stop. 
“Have you seen Albin around? I’ve been looking for him but I can’t find him 
anywhere.” 

“No I haven't, sorry.” said Raija. 

“Dammit! He must be hiding somewhere then, Neowise must’ve 
really scared him.” 

“Poor Albin. Want me to help ya’ find him?” 

“Sure! Hey Ryan, can you walk yet?” 

He got up and tried to walk. He still stumbled around a bit, but his 
balance and general sense of where his legs were was back. 

“Yeah I think so.” 

“Ok, good! Let's go find him.” 

“Tl stay here with Ava,” said Valerie. “She needs me right now.” 

Ryan stumbled his way out of the bus stop and joined Ellie. 
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Armouth was a much smaller city than Uniacke, if you could even call 
it a city at all. The buildings were much farther apart and much more 
inconsistent. While walking through a more rural, residential area you’d 
often find a store or even a tall building similar to the ones that made up 
most of Uniacke. 

The roadways, rather than being somewhat grid-like and easy to 
navigate, had a lot of twists and turns and would section off into smaller 
and smaller roads the further into town you went. This, along with the fact 
driveways and service roads weren’t always properly marked, was just one 
of the many reasons it was easy to get lost in Armouth. 

“T think I saw Albin run behind a radio store,” said Ellie. “Not sure 
where he went from there, though. There was so much going on I lost track 
of him.” 

“Don’t worry, I can find him for ya’,” said Raija. 

Raija stood still and closed Her eyes, pressing Her fingers against Her 
forehead. 

“What in the world are you doing?” asked Ellie. 

“Shh, give me a minute.” 

Ellie sighed. 

Raija stood there for what seemed like an eternity, Her scarf blowing 
in the wind. Ellie waited impatiently, tapping her foot faster and faster. 

Raija smiled and lowered Her hand, looking back at Ellie. “Found 
him!” She said cheerfully. 

“What? How?” 

“T sensed the energy from his soul somewhere nearby.” 

“Oh. Where is he?” 

“He’s two streets over.” 

“..Can you get any more specific?” 

“No, for some reason I... can’t. Somethin’s messin’ with my ability to 
sense his location- or anyone’s location, really. It’s odd, this sorta thing 
never happened to me back at home. It’s almost like there’s some other 
soul’s presence interferin’, but I haven’t a clue where it’d be.” 

Ryan sighed, dreading the amount of walking he’d have to do. “Well, 
at least we know where to look...” 

Raija’s lack of detail was, to say the least, rather inconvenient. But he 
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sure wasn’t about to complain, Her help was more than appreciated, 
especially during times like this. She started leading them over to where 
She sensed him. 

Ryan was still stumbling quite a bit, but it was getting easier to walk. 
“T hope he’s alright...” 

“He should be,” said Ellie. “But he’s gonna freak out when he sees 
your hand!” 

Ryan just ignored her. He seriously wasn’t in the mood for Ellie 
poking fun at him, not after what had just happened. She could be so 
insensitive at times... 

Armouth was rather quiet that afternoon. Everyone was over in 
Uniacke at the festival, so not much was going on aside from the occasional 
car buzzing on by or man walking down the street. 

Raija led them onto the next street over, where they saw Albin on his 
way back from wherever he was hiding. He was nervously looking up at the 
buildings around him. 

Ryan felt bad for him, he knew that feeling very well. That feeling of 
discomfort and unease, knowing that Neowise could be lurking anywhere, 
waiting for his chance to strike. 

Albin noticed them. “Oh! There you are! You didn’t have to come 
looking for me, you know.” 

Ryan quickly stuffed his right hand into his pocket. The last thing he 
needed right now was someone seeing it and getting all worried about him. 

“Hey Albin.” said Ellie, sounding noticeably tired. 

“What’s wrong?” 

Ellie looked towards Ryan. 

“T’ll tell him later,” he said. 

Ellie nodded then turned back to Albin. “We'll tell you in a minute. 
Are you ok?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Is Neowise dead?” 

Ryan sighed and shook his head. “No...” 

“Damnit... Is he at least gone for now?” 

“T think so,” said Ellie. “We should still get going though, who knows 
when he’ll come back.” 

“Good idea.” 
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They all followed Raija back to the bus stop, where Valerie was still 
talking to Ava. 

“Hey, we found him.” said Raija. 

Valerie turned around and managed a smile. “Thank goodness... The 
next bus should be here in about thirty or so minutes, are you guys ok to 
wait?” 

“T should be,” said Ryan, sitting down next to her. 

“Alright.” she patted him on the back. “Just hang in there, ok? We'll 
all get home safe, I promise. No matter where home is.” 

They waited for the next bus as the sun slowly set below the horizon. 
The first stars were beginning to shine in the sky and a cool wind was 
blowing by the time the bus arrived. 

When they got on, nobody else was onboard. Everybody was heading 
to the festival in town, which would be going on late into the night. Nobody 
had a reason to go home except for the Macapens. 

Ryan sat down and leaned against the cold window of the bus. He felt 
so unbelievably tired, it’d been such a long day, and tomorrow was going to 
be even longer. 

He looked down at his arm again. Parts of it were no longer bleeding, 
and the numbness was mostly gone, but it was still so sore. He began to 
worry. Whatever the ximorenis did to his arm beneath his sleeve wasn’t 
pretty, and he wasn’t sure what type of material his arm had been turned 
into either. The parts that were fully affected had an indescribable texture, 
unlike anything he’d ever felt before. 

What if whatever was wrong with his arm ended up getting him 
killed? Was this how he died? A slow, painful death? 

He thought back to something Siglex said at The Willow Tree, 
something that’d been bothering him. They had mentioned how he’d die 
‘sooner than later’ in most timelines. Were they... hinting at his death? Was 
he going to die young? 

He sighed. What was the point of even worrying? He knew one of 
these days he was going to get himself hurt, and wouldn't be able to get up 
again. All his childhood his family had warned him to be more careful, to 
listen to them when they said no, but he just never learned. He was still the 
same impulsive, stubborn idiot he’d always been... 
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Was that what Siglex meant? Was this just destined to happen 
somehow? He vaguely recalled seeing something after he jumped through 
the fake gate a day or so prior, even if the details of it were fleeting now. 

He’d seen thousands of future versions of himself, and none of them 
were even a year older than the age he was now. He didn’t see a single 
timeline where he died an old man. 

No, Siglex was right, wasn’t he? This was his destiny. This was the 
role he played in every version of their timeline. He was meant to die. 

He looked up at the stars outside. What was the point of running 
anymore? Something would eventually catch him, it was just a matter of 
what and when. 

Part of him wanted to get off the bus, find Neowise and let them 
finish him off. Was living even worth it anymore? He’d spend the rest of his 
days suffering, a useless hand, a scarred memory, no home, and no hope of 
a future. He hated it, he hated all of it. 

As the bus started to move, Albin sat down next to him. “Hey, what’s 
wrong?” 

Ryan looked over at him and stuffed his hand back into his pocket. 
“Huh?” 

“You're crying, are you alright?” 

He wiped away his tears, and looked at the wet spot it left on his 
sleeve. 

“What’s wrong?” 

He stayed silent, debating whether or not he wanted to tell Albin 
about his hand. Well... he had to eventually, why not now? 

“Tt’s my hand.” 

“Your hand? What happened to it?” 

“When Neowise destabilized, he...” he winced a little as his mind 
recalled what happened. “He grabbed the necklace from me and... well...” 
he took his hand out of his pocket and showed Albin. “This happened...” 

Albin gasped, tears welling up in his eyes. “Oh- oh my god... I-” 

“T know... it’s bad...” 

“D-does it hurt...?” 

Ryan gave Albin a sad smile, then looked down at the floor. “What do 
you think?” 
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Albin cried a little harder. “I’m so sorry... I... 

“Stop, it’s not your fault. This is all my fault. I deserved this.” 

“What?! No! You didn’t deserve any of this!” 

“Yes I do! ’m the one who woke up Neowise, and I’m the idiot who 
tried to grab his necklace.” 

“Yes, but you saved Ava! If it wasn’t for you, she could’ve been dead 
by now.” 

“And I’m the reason we even had to deal with him in the first place. 
All I did was face the consequences of my actions... I’m an idiot.” 

“No! Ryan... You're the only reason I’m still alive, that we’e still alive. 
Youre not an idiot, you're a hero!” 

“Doesn't change how we have to leave because of something J did.” 

“You didn’t mean to! You just saw someone hurt and wanted to help 
them. Nobody could’ve seen that coming, it’s not your fault.” 

“Yes, but now we can’t go home.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter! We're alive, Ryan! And it’s because of what you 
did! Everything will figure itself out, we’ve made it this far.” 

He sighed and rested his head on Albin’s shoulder. “Maybe it will. 
Maybe for you, but not for me.” 

“Huh? What do you mean?” 

“T’m going to die.” 

“What?! The hell are you talking about? No you aren’t!” 

“Yes I am. Before I found Neowise, Siglex told me I would die young 
in almost every timeline.” 

Albin went silent for a moment. “But, Ryan... who’s to say that 
happens in this one?” 

“Look at all I’ve gone through so far. Every time I think this tide, or 
whatever the hell it is, is done with me, something worse happens.” 

“Yes but...” 

“It’s only going to get worse and worse.” 

“T won’t let it get worse. I promise. Everything’s going to be ok,” he 
wrapped his arm around Ryan and rubbed his shoulder. “I’m here for you.” 

Ryan gave in and managed a smile. “Thank you...” 

“Hey, it’s no problem.” he smiled. “I’m your brother, it’s my job.” 

“T thought it was being a nerd.” 
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Albin laughed a little. “That too.” 

Ryan let himself relax a little. Even if things were bad, they certainly 
weren't as bad right now. He closed his eyes and tried to stay in the present, 
savoring it. 

Any moment could be his last. One of these days he could go to sleep 
and never wake up again. Who knew what fate had in store for him? Maybe 
it was better to try and focus on the time he had, rather than the time he’d 
lose. 

As Albin sparked up a conversation with Ellie, Ryan felt himself 
slowly drifting to sleep, worn out from the long day. 
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CHAPTER 23 


Blossoms in the moonlight 


Ryan woke up to someone gently shaking him awake. When he 
opened his eyes, he saw that he was still leaning against Albin’s shoulder. 

“Hey, we're here,” said Albin. 

Ryan rubbed his eyes, grabbed his bag, and sleepily followed Albin 
out of the bus. 

It was a clear, cool summer’s night outside, and a gentle breeze was 
blowing through the trees. The moon and its shattered remains were high 
above the horizon, and the planet’s thin rings faintly glowed like a ghostly, 
grey rainbow stretching across the sky. 

It was a perfect night out, as if the world itself was saying its final 
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farewells to Ryan and his family. He sighed and looked around. He was 
starting to miss his home already. 

“Well...” said Ellie solemnly. “Here we are...” 

They followed Valerie down a darkened dirt road. 

Robsart was a very rural community, with most roads not even being 
paved. Ryan and his family had only been there a handful of times, mostly 
to visit a few of the monuments there. 

Aside from the abandoned military base, a couple of old abandoned 
houses, and the temple of Rankine however, there weren’t too many 
interesting things in Robsart. 

As they walked down the road, they encountered only dense trees on 
either side for what seemed like forever. Houses were very few and far 
between this deep into the countryside, and it seemed especially desolate at 
night. 

Not a word was spoken between anyone as they walked on through 
the night. Though, Ryan couldn’t tell if that was because everyone was 
tired, sad, or still upset about what happened earlier. 

When they arrived at the doorstep of Valerie’s place, a single light was 
on in the living room. Valerie knocked. 

A man with short brown hair, hazel eyes and a pair of glasses poked 
his head through the door. It was Valerie’s husband, Howard, and he 
seemed oblivious to everything going on, for now. 

He smiled. “Hey! There you are. How was the festival?” 

Valerie just walked past him. 

Howard watched her go, stunned. “What happened? Did Ava do 
something?” 

“No, Howard...” 

He was about to say something when Ava walked past him. “Oh! Ava, 
did something happen? Where’s Kelvin? I thought you two were having a 
sleepover tonight!” 

She didn’t answer, and instead stormed off somewhere into the 
house. Ryan and the others awkwardly followed her inside. 

Howard stumbled back, his eyes as big as golf balls. “Wh- Ryan?! 
Albin?! Ellie?! You guys are alive?! And what in the world happened to your 
face?!” he noticed Raija “And... who’s the girl with the antlers? Is that some 
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sort of costume? That’s a nice costume.” 

Valerie sighed. “Ill explain everything in a minute, just let me check 
on Ava first, ok?” she began to walk in the direction Ava did. 

Howard whistled and put his hands on his hips. “Whew, ok... this is a 
long story, isn’t it?” 

She briefly stopped in the middle of the hallway, not even looking 
back at him. “Yes, it is...” 

While the others sat down on the couch, Ryan decided to check on 
Ava as well. 

He followed Valerie down the hall and into Ava’s room. Ava was 
standing in front of her dresser, crying heavily. On the dresser was a mirror 
with several photos and cut out pieces of gaming and car magazines 
carefully taped to it. 

At first, Ryan didn’t see what was wrong, but as he looked at the 
mirror longer, he noticed what was making Ava so upset. An overwhelming 
majority of the pictures were of her and Kelvin. 

He felt a unique feeling of dread and horror as Sequothria’s words 
echoed in his head. Of course, they’d gotten as close to her as possible. He 
couldn’t even begin to imagine how convincingly Neowise had done it, too. 

“Tm sorry Ava...” said Valerie, trying her best to comfort her. 

Ava began to furiously rip down the photos, tearing them into shreds 
and scattering them everywhere. Once she was done, she leaned against her 
dresser, breathing heavily and filled with rage. 

Valerie was about to say something when Ava screamed and punched 
her mirror as hard as she could, leaving a few massive cracks. 

“AVA!” cried Valerie. 

Ava left her fist where it hit the mirror, then shakily took it away. Her 
hand was covered in blood. 

Valerie grabbed her and took her away from the mirror. She gently 
hugged her, trying to calm her down. “I’m so sorry...” 

Ava said something, but it was impossible to make out from how hard 
she was crying. 

“_..What’d you say?” 

She made an unintelligible angry noise, then began to breathe 
heavily. 
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“Tt’s ok, I’m here, you can tal—” 

“T WANT HIM DEAD!” screamed Ava so loudly Ryan recoiled in 
shock. “I WANT HIM FUCKING DEAD!” 

“T know... I know...” 

She sobbed heavily into her mother’s shirt. 

Valerie picked her up. “Here, let’s get your hand all fixed up...” 

Ryan followed them back out into the living room, where Raija was in 
the middle of explaining everything to Howard. He was sitting on the 
couch, listening to Her with increasing amounts of worry and concern. 

As Ryan re-entered the room, Ellie moved over, making room for him 
on the couch. He sat down next to her. 

“How’s Ava?” she asked. 

Ryan looked over his shoulder. Valerie had carried Ava into the 
kitchen and was wiping the blood off her hand with a wet towel. He looked 
back at Ellie. 

“She’s... very hurt.” 

“Gosh, I can imagine. Neowise must’ve been really convincing. It’s 
one thing losing someone special like that but... finding out they were a 
monster? That’s rough...” 

“Valerie wasn’t kidding when she said they were close too...” 

“Of course...” 

“Yeah it’s... bad...” 

“God... he really is a monster.” 

Raija finally finished explaining everything to Howard and got up. 
“Alright, so who needs help with packin’?” 

Valerie came back into the room with Ava, who now had a bandage 
around her hand. She sat down in a nearby chair and sighed. 

After staying where she was, probably trying to relax a little, she 
began to speak.“I think I’m going to call Christopher first. We'll start 
packing once he gets here.” 

“Is there anythin’ else ya’ need help with in the meantime?” 

“No... just... find something else to do until he gets here. I want to 
relax a bit while I still can...” 

“T think I’m going to go outside for a bit...” mumbled Albin, getting up 
and heading towards the door. 
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Ryan decided to follow him outside, Valerie looked like she wanted to 
be alone for a while anyways. 

Albin was leaning against the railing of the porch, looking up into the 
night sky with a melancholy look on his face. 

Ryan leaned on the railing next to him. “Hey.” 

“Hey...” replied Albin. 

They stood there in silence for a minute or two, nothing moving but 
the leaves blowing in the midnight breeze. 

Finally, Albin spoke. “I’m gonna miss this.” 

Ryan rested his head on the railing. “Me too.” 

“Do you think we'll ever go home?” 

“T don’t know...” 

Ellie and Raija walked out onto the porch, looking just as exhausted 
as the others. 

“Valerie called Dad, no answer,” said Ellie. “He must be asleep.” she 
looked back into the house, then back at Ryan. “On a scale of one to ten, 
how urgent would you say the situation with Neowise is?” 

He scowled at her. “I no longer have a right hand out of ten.” 

“Td... say that’s urgent. We should drive over to Dad’s then, see if we 
can wake him up.” 

Albin groaned. “We're in such a rush to get out of here, can’t we just 
relax a little first?” 

“But—” 

“Don’t see why we can’t.” said Raija. “If Keshiel shows up I should be 
enough to deal with him pretty easily. He’s just one angel, and he certainly 
ain’t expectin’ me around. I doubt Neowise is comin’ back anytime soon, 
too. He’s probably more busy licking his wounds than anythin’ else ‘bout 
now.” 

“I guess. Valerie could seriously use a break too, but... if we stick 
around we're just going to be bothering her.” 

“Why not go somewhere?” 

“At this hour?” 

“Well yeah, I mean, oughta’ be some sorta place you guys visit a lot, 
right?” 

Ellie looked around, as if expecting to find something to do in Aunt 


374 


Valerie’s (rather empty) front yard. “Well, there’s not a whole lot here in 
Robsart that’d be open right now but... there is The Temple of Rankine.” 

“Oooh, that sounds interestin’. How far off’s that?” 

“Not very far I don’t think. It’s quite the hike, though. Ryan, Albin, 
what do you think?” 

Ryan tried to remember the last time he went to The Temple of 
Rankine. It was so many summers ago that it was hazy in his mind. He was 
there with dad on a day trip, and though he couldn’t remember much, he 
did have one particularly clear memory. 

It was a sunny summer’s day, and he was sitting at the lookoff with a 
cup full of fruit punch when a wasp came by and scared him. He was so 
focused on getting away from the wasp that he fell down the hill and spilled 
his fruit punch all over himself. 

It was horribly embarrassing back then, but now every time he 
thought about it it made him giggle. If he had to guess, he had to have been 
ten or so at the time. 

He smiled. “I wouldn’t mind going one last time.” 

“And Albin, what about you?” 

Albin shrugged. “I guess.” 

“Alright, [ll just tell Aunt Valerie where we’re going, and we'll be on 
our way.” 
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After a bit of explaining, and making sure everyone was ok with them 
heading out, they set off into the night. 

Everybody only had a vague idea of where they were going, but the 
mood was calm with Raija around. Ryan was confident She could protect 
them; She’d been able to save his life from the nymtrott before. 

Eventually, they came to the trail that led to the temple. It was a 
narrow cobblestone path leading through the woods and up a steep hill. 
There were no lights illuminating it, but the full moon provided more than 
enough light to guide their way. 

“Huh...” said Raija, stopping at the beginning of the path. 

“What is it?” asked Ellie. 
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“Gee, you Vestians are somethin’ odd. Shouldn’t a temple get a 
grander entrance then this?” 

“Well, it’s not much of a temple, it’s just called that. You'll see.” 

Raija shrugged and continued following them. 

As they walked up the gradually steepening hill, they began to see all 
sorts of statues which were made by the local residents. Some were made of 
stone, some glass, some clay, and some even carved from wood. 

They depicted all sorts of people, including, but not limited to: A man 
with the head of a canine wearing a crown; Lucidus, an older looking man 
with one closed eye; Saint Anwyll, a woman with curly hair and a star on 
her chest, which was sometimes in the form of a jewel; Saint Jubilee, and 
an angel covered in stars from head to toe; Archangel Rankine. 

There was also, occasionally, a statue of a minor saint; Saint Exton, 
who’s last name was the namesake of the city Uniacke. Nobody was quite 
sure who he was, how he looked, or what he did to become so notable aside 
from somehow sacrificing himself, but he was renowned nonetheless. 

Saint Anwyll and Saint Jubilee were typically next to each other, 
sometimes with an older child between them (whose name was a heavy 
topic of debate.) While Lucidus and Rankine would usually be on their own. 

They were faces Ryan was very familiar with seeing, both at church 
and in his daily life. But there was an aura of sadness as he looked at them 
now. He knew very well what they’d think of them. As he looked over at his 
siblings, he could tell they all felt very similar. Especially Albin. 

“I’m real sorry ya’ll had to go through this...” said Raija, noticing how 
upset everyone looked. 

“It’s alright...” mumbled Albin. “It'll be over soon.” 

They continued walking up the path, and came to an opening where 
the temple could be seen. At the very top of the hill stood a small platform 
with four large pillars at each corner and a staircase leading to nothing at 
the ledge facing the rest of Robsart. Surrounding it was an uncountable 
amount of blue flowers that looked similar to forget-me-nots, except they 
brilliantly glowed, and were much larger, being the size of roses. 

“Woah.” Raija stopped in Her tracks. “Ya'll have plants like this on 
your planet?!” 

“Well, only here,” said Ryan, continuing up the path. “They’re called 
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Anchora Blossoms, and this is the only place they grow.” 

“Wow...” Raija began to walk again. “Plants like this only prosper 
through some sorta divine presence. Whoever it is, they must be some 
active and some powerful. Those are brighter than the plants we have back 
at home! Not even our major gods cause blossoms that bright...” 

“Must be Archangel Rankine, then. I mean, we are at his temple.” 

“This is the temple?! This is just some lookoff at the top of the hill! 
Was the actual temple destroyed or somethin’?” 

“Nobody knows. It’s like the actual thing vanished into thin air. Or... 
never even existed at all.” 

“Weird... also wait- archangel?! All this is for some archangel?” 

“You sound surprised.” 

“Well, yeah. Usually angels don’t get anythin’ like this. They must’ve 
been one real important angel.” 

They reached the top of the hill and walked out onto the platform. 
Before them there was a beautiful view of Robsart, with the lights of houses 
scattered all throughout the small valley like a sea of stars. In the distance 
to their left the ocean could be seen, along with the road that’d led them to 
Valerie’s, illuminated only by a lone car making its way up the road. 

Beyond the other side of the valley lay Beisan and the rest of Vesta, 
and if you were to look to your left, you could see the two twin hills that 
created the valley extend off into the distance, where they'd eventually 
reach The Deadlands. 

Ryan sat down on the ledge and looked up at the stars. 

Albin sat down next to him. “Gosh, we picked a nice night for this.” 

“Yeah...” 

As he sat there, he looked at the markings carved into the stones 
around the platform. They depicted several scenes; Rankine guiding Anwyll 
through The Deadlands, Anwyll founding the city of Uniacke, and many 
other scenes involving him or Jubilee. Two scenes stood out from the rest, 
however. 

One was of the platform they were sitting on right now, except with 
something like a fancy arched doorway, and a bizarrely drawn sky that was 
filled with what one could only assume was bands of light and stars. 
Rankine was standing in front of the door, smiling. Nobody knew what it 
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meant. 

The other was simple. A planet with the sun rising on one side, and a 
second, brighter light rising on the other. The Blinding. He felt a chill go 
down his spine looking at it. 

Ryan turned and looked behind him to see the less favourable view of 
the world. 

Behind them, past maybe a horizon or two of trees and nothing else, 
was an endless, mostly flat plain of dust, rock, and sand. The Deadlands. It 
was haunting seeing it at night. It was eternally quiet and featureless, and 
went off into the darkness forever like an ocean. 

Seeing it was chilling, even more so now. It was Lucidus’ punishment 
for humanity. A punishment for all their sins, and here they were, trying to 
protect a walking sin by running off to another universe. 

He felt like he was a traitor to everything the old world died for, 
everything his ancestors fought for, his whole world. It made him feel sick. 

He began to feel an anger welling up inside of him. Albin didn’t do 
anything, and now they were running for their life all because he was born. 

They’d gone to church every month, prayed every morning, 
participated in Luxtivit and New Dawn, and did everything else they were 
supposed to do, and this was their reward? Having a host of angels chase 
after them trying to kill them? He felt almost betrayed, but he knew their 
situation was quite the opposite of that. 

He looked up at the moon. It hung above the horizon, a damaged 
sphere, broken like shards of glass. A large chunk from the moon, a natural 
satellite named after Saint Exton followed it close behind. It was very 
visible on clear nights like this, and shone almost like an extra, especially 
bright star in the night sky. He often wondered why it’d been named after 
Saint Exton as well. It was odd how much more he appreciated these things 
now that he had to leave them all behind. 

Albin wrapped his wing around Ryan. “I know...” 

“Hey, if it helps,” said Raija. “I’m a goddess and I’m perfectly fine 
with what he is. You might be sinners to them, but you certainly ain’t to 
me.” 

Ryan felt a little better. “Thanks Raija.” 

“You know,” said Ellie. “I don’t think I’ve said this enough; You’ve 
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really helped us a lot. We’d still be wandering around aimlessly trying to 
find a place to go if it wasn’t for you. Seriously, thank you.” 

“Yeah, and I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you!” added Ryan. 

Raija smiled. “Hey, it’s no problem.” 

“Well, we can’t stay out here all night,” said Albin. “Besides, any 
longer and Valerie will probably get worried about us.” 

“Should we get going?” asked Ellie. 

“T think so, yeah. Nothing to stay here for...” 

They got up and started walking back down the hill. 

When they reached the bottom and started heading back to Valerie’s 
place, there was still nobody around. The few scattered houses had all the 
lights out. Everyone was fast asleep except for them. 

As they passed one of the few streetlights, Ryan could’ve sworn he 
saw a pair of eyes staring at him from somewhere deep in the woods. Of 
course, when he went to look at it, they were gone, but he couldn’t shake 
the feeling they were still there somehow. 

Though, at this point, he was more than used to being watched. He 
always was, wasn’t he? He just hoped it wasn’t Siglex all alone, or worse 
Neowise. 

The walk back was long and silent, and Ryan was relieved to see Ava 
sitting on the steps to the porch when he arrived. Her hand was still 
bandaged up, but she didn’t look nearly as angry as she was before. 

She looked up at them, then back down at the ground. “Hey.” 

“Hey Ava.” said Ellie. “You feeling better?” 

“Not really...” 

“Tt’s alright, I’d be pretty upset if all this happened to me, too.” 

“Whatever....” 

Raija tensed up and looked behind them, back from where they came. 
“Be quiet.” 

Ryan looked at Her, puzzled. “Huh? Why?” 

“We're not alone. I sense a presence.” 

“How many...?” 

“Just one. It’s close.” 

He shuddered. It was Siglex, wasn’t it? He scanned the woods around 
them, but found no sign of him. But he knew that didn’t mean nobody was 
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there. 

A familiar voice began to speak, coming from behind Ryan and 
catching him off guard. “Mmmm, you're close, but not close enough.” 

He turned around and saw Siglex, laying on the roof of the house. 
Much to his relief, Connafex was lying next to them. 

Before he could even think, Siglex began to speak again, almost as if 
they’d read his mind. “Oh, but it begs the question, doesn’t it, tortured soul? 
Who is in the woods, if not me and my compeer?” 

Ryan felt himself flinch a little, and looked back towards Raija, who 
was still scanning the woods in front of Her. That was a very good question. 
Who the hell was in the woods? 

“Come on now Siglex,” said Connafex, sounding more tired than 
usual. “There’s no need for this. Interference here was hardly necessary, 
everything would’ve followed the desired branch had you stayed on the 
sidelines.” 

“Yes, but isn’t this supremely entertaining?” 

“You neglect to remember these are living, thinking beings we’re 
dealing with. They have feelings of their own much as we do, and would 
appreciate it if you didn’t toy with them so.” 

“You’ve seen what my actions create! You’ve seen the finer details, the 
subtle differences! And they are by far superior to yours and the path 
you've carved for them!” 

“You're sending him down a path filled with boundless misery, hatred 
and sorrow, and you think that is preferable?” 

Ryan backed up a little, standing by Ava. He hoped whatever was out 
there wasn’t Neowise. They were so close to leaving, so close to freedom, 
surely this wouldn't be the end now, would it? 

“So what? What’s a little bloodshed?” continued Siglex. “What’s a 
little extra misery? The more grievances the better our outcome will be! You 
cannot grow a rose garden without growing thorns as well! And you most 
certainly cannot create a diamond without immense pressure!” 

“The outcome means nothing if their lives are akin to torture! It’s 
always the journey, not the destination!” 

“Well, your journey is boring and pathetic. You know very well the 
losses that occur without my actions. The road to the best outcome is 
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carved into the soil by rivers of tears I’m afraid, and I intend to follow that 
path as far as it goes, in sun, thunder, and hurricane.” 

“T am aware, yes. But compeer, I must remind you, living beings are 
not your personal playthings! My alterations are crucial to ensure their 
well-being, and you are very much aware of this! I only wish for this long 
sequence of events to cause minimal suffering for all involved.” 

“And yet your timeline still has plenty of hardship.” 

“Not nearly as much as yours.” 

Ryan briefly looked behind himself at the two arguing cats. What the 
hell were they going on about? Was he even meant to hear this? 

“Well, I believe a bit of suffering is necessary.” continued Siglex. 
“Better that than a short, happy story of a life with a sad, pathetic and bitter 
end. Better to bleed for a tomorrow than die for a today.” 

Connafex trashed their tail about. “Why don’t you say that to this 
poor Vestian boy you've been harassing? The one who now very strongly 
believes they’re going to die young because of you?” 

Siglex grinned. “Well, who’s to say he won’t?” 

“T won't let that happen. No matter how much you want it to, I cannot 
permit you to ruin his life.” 

“Oh compeer, dearest compeer.” He laughed. “It’s awfully late to do 
that, the wheels are already in motion.” he looked directly at Ryan, 
grinning. “I believe there’s no changing the path he’s on now.” 

Connafex let out something that sounded like a bizarre mix between a 
hiss and a growl. “Very well. You win this one, you clever fool.” 

“Now, we'd better go before we end up tampering in a way neither of 
us like. Agreed?” 

“Agreed...” 

And with that, the two cats vanished into thin air. 

Ryan felt frozen cold. Either he was crazy, or Siglex just confirmed 
what he already knew. He was destined to die young, and there was no 
changing it. 

It was no longer a matter of if, it was a matter of when. 

He looked back to Raija, who was now pacing back and forth, 
snapping Her fingers to create small bolts of electricity. Albin and Ellie had 
backed up to where Ryan was and were staring nervously out at the woods. 
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Ava looked terrified. “It’s him, isn’t it?” 

“I... [think I’m going to get Valerie.” said Albin. 

“Good idea.” replied Ellie. 

Ryan felt himself starting to panic. Did nobody else hear what Siglex 
said? Did he just imagine them? Was Neowise about to kill him? Could he 
even avoid it happening?! 

He stayed where he was, too scared to move an inch as Raija 
continued to pace back and forth. 

There was a rustling sound coming from where she was looking now. 
The trees were shaking as something moved through their branches. Ryan 
held his breath in anticipation. 

It was Neowise, wasn’t it? This must’ve been how he died, why else 
would Siglex show up now? Why else would they say what they did? 

He began to cry. He didn’t want to die, not now, not this close to 
escaping all this. But it was inevitable, wasn’t it? He couldn’t escape it, all 
he could do was stop other people from getting hurt as well. 

He looked out at the woods one final time and realized that was 
exactly what he had to do. 

He ran in the other direction as fast as he could. Maybe if he got far 
enough and found a place to hide, Neowise wouldn’t even bother with the 
others. They were after him, probably seeking revenge for taking the 
necklace off and revealing their identity to Ava. Why would they waste their 
time with anyone else? 

He ran into the woods behind the house and took one final look back. 
Nobody followed him, they were probably too focused on what Raija was 
doing to even notice he left. Just how he wanted it. 

He continued running. At this pace, his family would have plenty of 
time to escape if they didn’t go looking for him. He just had to get far 
enough fast enough. 

Though, there was one thing he failed to remember; It was near 
impossible to see where he was going this late at night. 

Not looking where he was going, he stepped on a rock or branch or 
something on a weird angle and ended up rolling his ankle. He cried out in 
pain and fell over, tumbling downwards into what he could only assume 
was a Steep old riverbed. He fell through a small tree and crashed into the 
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rocks below, landing on his side. 

He stayed where he was, too stunned by the sudden pain to move. He 
began to cry even harder. Here it was, this is where Neowise got him. It had 
to be. He was in the perfect spot, lost and completely helpless. Exactly how 
he wanted it to be. 

He closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable. 

Time passed slowly. The only sounds were the rustling of leaves 
blowing in the wind, crickets softly chirping, and the sound of his own heart 
pounding in his chest. 

He couldn't hear any sign of his family. He hoped that was because he 
was far enough, and not because Neowise got them. 

As he laid there, he felt waves of pain coming from not only his ankle 
but random spots of his body as well. He must’ve fallen pretty hard, but it 
didn’t matter. It wasn’t like he’d move ever again anyways. 

He felt something gently tap his arm. 

He closed his eyes as tightly as he could. That must’ve been Neowise. 

They tapped his shoulder again. 

“Just take me.” said Ryan quietly. “I don’t care anymore, just eat me 
and my stupid soul already, I surrender. Do whatever you want, I’m an 
idiot, and I deserve this.” 

He heard a familiar laugh. “Ah, your sell your offer with such 
excitement and passion tortured soul! Alas, your species is hardly within 
my palette, as souls provide zero sustenance for my kind, and your unstable 
adversary I am not! Besides, I highly doubt that starchild could ever speak 
with as much glamour as I.” 

Ryan felt horrified as he recognized the voice. It was Siglex, again. He 
opened his eyes and saw them sitting in front of him. 

“Ah, how very unfortunate, hm? Perhaps you should tread more 
carefully next time, there’s several hundred timelines where you concuss 
yourself on a rock not to far from where you lay now, you know.” 

“Tt’s soon, isn’t it...2” whimpered Ryan. 

“Mm, not quite.” 

“Huh...?” 

“You've still got a long and painful road ahead of you, I’m afraid.” 

“Then... why’d you...?” 
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Siglex grinned. “So we could have this talk here.” 

Ryan sighed. “When will I die, then?” 

“Well, I can’t tell you when exactly, but I can most certainly supply 
you some hints. You'll know when the moment is coming quite some time 
in advance if you have a keen ear and eye.” 

“Can I at least get a rough idea of how long I have?” 

“Mmm, I’d say a week in your time is a good estimate.” 

Ryan was stunned. That was a lot sooner than he was expecting. “I... a 
week...?” 

“Give or take.” 

“God... I... can I stop it?” 

They laughed again. “Of course not, you know these things are 
unavoidable!” 

Ryan felt hollow inside. “A week...” he muttered. 

“Better make it count!” They grinned. “Ta ta now!” 

And with that, they vanished once again. 

Ryan stayed on the ground where he was. Well, there was his answer. 
On one hand, at least now he didn’t have to worry constantly about dying at 
any given moment. On the other, he only had a week to live. 

One week to get his family to safety. One week to say his final 
goodbyes. One week to live his life. Even worse, he still wasn’t sure how 
exactly he went out. 

Though, if he had to guess, it was something to do with his hand. It 
felt like it was getting sorer and sorer every passing minute. Neowise 
must’ve messed up his hand in a way that affected his circulation or 
something, or made it so his hand was made of some sort of dangerous 
material. 

He was starting to regret running off into the woods like he did. Not 
only did he mess up his ankle, he completely abandoned his family when 
they needed him most. 

He wasn’t even sure if whatever was out there actually was Neowise. 
For all he knew, it could’ve just been a raccoon or something. 

He felt like an absolute idiot, he just hoped he wouldn't be lying here 
all night waiting for his family to find him. His backpack and all his things 
were still in the house, he had no choice but to be patient. 
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On the bright side, at least he knew nothing else was going to happen 
to him out here. 

He sat up and felt his ankle. It was hurting like hell, and he doubted 
he could walk on it. He laid back against the side of the riverbed, closing his 
eyes, taking some time to calm his nerves and listen to the sounds of the 
woods around him. 

For a fleeting moment, he considered taking a nap. But then he 
thought about all the bugs and other small critters that were most certainly 
lurking around and waiting to crawl all over him, and quickly changed his 
mind. 

In the distance, he heard someone calling his name. 

He called back. “I’m over here!” 

He heard someone land next to him, and before he knew what was 
going on, Raija picked him up. She leapt up into the air and flew back to the 
house carrying him. 

“Aah!” exclaimed Ryan. 

“Oh relax, youre fine!” 

“No just- you scared me, that’s all...” 

Raija landed and called out to someone in the woods. “Found him!” 
She then looked at Ryan. “What’cha run off like that for?” 

“T thought it was Neowise...” 

“Nah don’t worry, it was just one of em’ weird tigers.” She tried to set 
him down on his feet. 

“NO NO NO NO NO NO NO!!!” hollered Ryan, bracing himself. 

“What?!” 

He pointed to his ankle. “My ankle!” 

“Oh!” She laughed. “Gee, you have a real knack for hurtin’ yourself, 
huh?” 

He sighed. “I guess...” 

“Don’t worry, I can fix it no problem.” She carried him back to the 
house, where Ava was standing next to the door. 

“There you are.” said Ava. “You shouldn't run off like that.” 

“T know...” muttered Ryan. 

“Gosh, you should’ve been here.” She followed them inside. “Raija 
had a full out argument with a mountain tiger, it was wild. I’ve never seen 
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anything like that before in my life...” 

Raija laid him down on the couch and propped his bad foot up on the 
coffee table. 

“Can you fix my hand next?” asked Ava. 

“Sure thing.” said Raija, now holding Ryan’s ankle. 

“What happened?” asked Valerie, who was sitting on a chair across 
from them. 

“He rolled his ankle a little runnin’, he'll be fine though.” 

Raija pressed on his ankle in various spots. At first it hurt a lot, but he 
soon felt an odd, warm sensation, and the pain slowly went away. She then 
let go, gently rubbing his leg as She did- probably to reassure him in some 
way. “You should be ok to walk on it now. Just be careful, kay?” 

“Alright...” 

As Raija treated Ava’s hand, Ryan got up and went to the kitchen. He 
found a permanent marker on the counter and took it, then haphazardly 
wrote the numbers 1 through 7 on his sleeve above where his arm had 
turned to stone. He wasn’t the best at writing with his left hand, but it’d 
have to do. 

If he only had a week, he wanted to make it count. He needed to know 
exactly how much time he had left and use it as well as he could. 

“Hey, what’cha doing?” asked Howard, poking his head into the 
room. 

Ryan stuffed the marker into his pocket. “It’s nothing.” 

“Alright. Val’s getting ready to leave now, you all set?” 

“T think so.” 

“Ok, good. Everyone’s waiting outside. I'll be staying here with Ava, I 
think she needs some time to rest a little.” 

“Alright. I guess I'll see you later, then.” 

Ryan walked out into the living room, grabbed his things, then 
headed out to the car, not looking back once. 
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CHAPTER 24 


The drive 


When Ryan went outside, Albin and Ellie were in the process of 
putting their things in the trunk of the car. Raija was sitting in the 
passenger seat, patiently waiting for them as they packed. 

As he walked up to them, Ryan noticed he wasn’t feeling nearly as 
bummed out about the whole situation as he was before. At first, he found it 
confusing, but as he thought about it more, he came to a realization. 

There was a crucial difference between then and now: 

Before, he was going to another universe to live there for the rest of 
his life. 

Now, he only had the rest of his life. 
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All of it gave him an odd sense of comfort. He wouldn’t have to worry 
anymore, he wouldn’t have to hurt anymore, he wouldn’t have to run 
anymore. 

Those unspeakable images repeating in his head: the incident at The 
Willow Tree, the nymtrott attack, all those times Neowise transformed, the 
mistake that lost him his hand. All of it would stop, and he’d fear no more. 
There’d only be the silence of death, and whatever came next. 

He took off his bag and shoved it into the trunk, then sat in the 
backseat. He leaned back and stared at the stars through the sunroof. 

There were three realms of time, the past, present, and future. He 
couldn’t change the past, and there was no place for him in the future. And 
with no future, there was no point in looking back. 

That left him with one place to go, one place to put all his energy into; 
The present. 

And that’s exactly where he’d stay for now on. 

No matter what fires raged on in his mind, no matter how hurt he felt, 
time was an indispensable resource he couldn’t afford to waste. 

He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. 

Albin and Ellie shoved their way into the back and began to fight over 
where to sit. 

“No! Stop! I called dibs on the window seat!” said Albin. 

“Well I’m not sitting in the middle!” spat Ellie. 

“T always sit in the middle, come on! Let me have it, please! Just this 
once?” 

Ellie backed up and shoved Albin into the car. “It doesn’t matter! 
We'll probably never be in a car again after this anyways...” 

“That makes me want it more! Come on!” 

Ellie quickly sat down and fastened her seatbelt before Albin could do 
anything about it. 

She stuck out her tongue at him. “Sucker 

“T hate you...” grumbled Albin, defeated. 

Ryan chuckled. He’d miss stupid banter like this. 

Valerie looked back at everyone. “Ok now everyone, calm down. 
We've got a long journey ahead of us.” 

“Sorry...” said Albin, looking down at the floor. 
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“Now, music or no music?” 

“Music.” said Ellie. 

“Albin, Ryan, what do you think?” 

“Sure,” said Albin. 

Ryan just shrugged. He didn’t care either way. 

“And Raija?” 

“T don’t mind, I’d love to hear whatever music you guys listen to 
anyways.” 

“Alright!” Valerie turned on the radio. 

An upbeat pop song began to quietly play through the speakers, and 
Valerie moved the car out of the driveway. 

“So, Raija,” asked Valerie. “Since we’ve got a couple hours of driving 
ahead of us, what’s your home like?” 

“Oh, my universe?” 

“Yeah, I figured I’d ask since, ya’know... we might be there for a 
while...” 

“Well, it’s ajungle. So you'll have to be prepared for that.” 

The car went silent, with only the voice of a singer on the radio being 
heard above the sound of the car driving. 

“What’s a jungle?” asked Valerie. 

Ryan began paying extra attention to the conversation. This was a 
question he was quite personally invested in. 

“You don’t know?” said Raija, looking concerned. 

“No, I’m not familiar with it. I don’t think I’ve ever heard that word 
before.” 

“Geez... well, a jungle is basically a real big, dense forest.” 

“Oh, wow. I don’t think we have anything like that here.” 

“That'd explain a lot...” Raija leaned against the window. “Gosh, I feel 
bad for you guys.” 

“Why?” 

“T saw The Deadlands earlier, they’re terrifying. At first, I thought 
they’d be just a normal desert but... there’s nothin’ out there. No nutrients 
in the soil, no bacteria, nothin’. Might as well be another planet.” 

“Well, they’re not that bad. We’ve lived with them there since the 
dawn of the new world and we've been perfectly fine. Besides, nothing’s 
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stopping us from going out there, there’s just no real reason aside from 
racing and what not. The only things out there are mines.” 

“Not like you’d get much besides rocks anyways...” 

The car went silent again, and Valerie began humming along to a song 
on the radio. Suddenly, a loud bang went through the car and startled 
everyone. 

“God damnit!” shouted Valerie. 

“What happened?” 

“Hit a damn pot hole, that’s what! That stupid thing has been there 
since last winter and they still haven’t fixed it! Can’t even see it at night!” 

“Pot... hole...?” 

Valerie groaned. “Big stupid hole in the road. I will not miss them.” 

“Oh.” Raija laughed. 

“I swear, they'll fix anything but the damn roads...” 

“Anyways, continuin’ on about my universe... The place is called The 
Jungle of Lights.” 

“Ooooh, sounds pretty.” 

“You'll love it there, it’s filled with all sorts of glowing plants. You 
know, like the Anchora blossoms I saw up at the Temple of Rankine. Not 
nearly as bright, though.” 

“That sounds lovely! There’s nothing dangerous there, right?” 

“Not really, some wildlife might get aggressive, but that’s just about a 
given for anywhere with life.” 

Valerie aggressively flashed her high beams at a car in the other lane 
who wouldn’t turn theirs off. 

She scowled at them as they passed by. “Dumbass!” She looked back 
at the road. “I swear, it’s morons like that Ill be more than happy to leave 
behind...” 

Raija laughed again. “Roads seem like quite a hassle.” 

“God. Tell me about it...” 

“Well, you won’t need to worry about em’ anymore. There’s no roads 
where we're headin’.” 

“Oh thank goodness...” 

“Not a whole lot of civilization there either. It’s just me, my ma, the 
plants and animals, and the few other deities that live there with us.” 
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Valerie paused. “Oh. So we'll be all alone.” 

“Yes... but...” 

She sighed. “I don’t know, I was hoping to meet some more people 
like me...” 

“T know... I promise it won’t be forever.” 

“Do you have any idea how long it might be for?” 

“Hate to say it but... I’m not too sure. It’s all down to what Neowise 
does. And considering he’s a celestial creature... he could very well stay here 
for thousands of years- maybe even millions, depending on what he is, of 
course.” 

“Dammit... I swear if I knew what he was back when he was around 
Ava I would’ve beaten him into next year...” 

“I know exactly how you feel. I’d kill him too if I could...” 

“Tell me about it...” grumbled Albin. “Look what he did to my 
brother’s hand...” 

“Oh, speaking of,” said Valerie. “Ryan, how’s your arm feeling?” 

Ryan looked down at his arm and felt it a little. It was, of course, still 
very sore, but there was no bleeding or signs of further damage. 

“Better, I guess.” 

“Ok, good. You're not in any pain, are you?” 

“Just a little, but I’m fine.” 

He saw Valerie brewing with silent rage. “So help me, if I see that 
little shit again, I don’t care what he does to me,” she gripped the steering 
wheel tightly. “I’m breaking his goddamn neck. Nobody is allowed to hurt 
you like that.” 

“T know...” 

“T won't let anything else happen to you as long as I live, you hear me? 
If you're ever in danger come and see me.” 

Ryan found himself trying to hold back tears. He considered telling 
her and the others how long he had left, but what was the point? They’d 
only waste their time trying to prevent something that was inevitable. 

All it’d do would cause more distress and confusion, and he wasn’t 
sure they'd even believe him in the first place. They certainly wouldn’t 
believe his story about what happened at The Willow Tree, why would they 
believe this? 
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Ryan decided it was best to lie for now, and explain this to them on 
one of the last days he had. Maybe the day before? He’d just have to see 
how he felt, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever explain it to them. He couldn’t bear 
seeing everyone so upset. 

“Alright...” he finally responded. 

He looked out through the sunroof and up at the stars again. They 
were so pretty on clear nights like this. They shined so brightly he felt like 
they were waiting for him, calling him home. He closed his eyes and let 
himself relax a little. He wouldn’t keep them waiting long. 

As he sat there, he quietly sorted things out in his head. If he only had 
a week, he needed to enjoy it the best he could, and that’d mean getting rid 
of some mental weight. 

First, he cast aside any dreams or aspirations he once had. He 
wouldn’t need them anymore, and there was no use thinking about them if 
he’d never achieve them. 

Next, he abandoned any attachment he had to home or his culture. 
He’d be leaving it all forever soon, and thinking about it would only make 
him feel sad. 

He tried his best to let go of everything that was bothering him, both 
now and from the past. Dwelling on things would only make him feel worse. 
It was a forced, false feeling of relief, but maybe if he convinced 
himself of it enough it’d become reality. It wasn’t like he had much time left 

to face the consequences anyways. 

He then began to think about other things, like what he’d do with his 
week. If he couldn’t set any long term plans, work towards any goals, or do 
anything here at home, what could he do? He thought about it long and 
hard. 

Then, it hit him. So much had been taken from him, there was so 
much he couldn’t do. But if there was one thing he still had for certain, it 
was his family. 

He could make them happy, he could help them get settled in the new 
universe, and he could most certainly protect them if he had to- maybe even 
with his life. He didn’t have much to lose, after all. 

He just hoped he could do all this effectively without making them 
aware of his impending ultimate fate. 
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He wrapped his arm around Albin. 

Albin glared at him. “Gee... really clingy lately, huh?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this before.” 

“T lost my hand, what do you expect?” 

“T don’t know, usually you’re over this sort of thing by now. I mean, 
for god’s sake, you got torn to bits by a nymtrott not too long ago, and now 
you re acting like nothing happened!” 

Ryan quietly chuckled to himself. Looks like he was better at hiding 
his feelings than he thought. No matter how deep he tried to bury them, 
those events from before were absolutely still bothering him, whether he 
liked it or not. 

He laid his head on Albin’s shoulder. “I'll miss you...” he muttered, 
barely above a whisper. 

Albin went quiet for a second, visibly confused. “What?!” 

He closed his eyes and refused to answer. 

“Ryan, what the hell do you mean by that?! I’m not going anywhere!” 

Ellie looked over. “God he’s been acting strange lately.” 

“T’ve noticed...” 

“Ever since we went to The Willow Tree he’s just been, I don’t know, 
off. Like, something’s different about him, but I’m not sure what.” 

“He hardly acts like himself anymore...” 

“Oh give him a break you two!” spat Valerie. “He’s been through a lot, 
he’s just tuckered out!” 

“He’s been like this for days, and it’s only gotten worse.” said Ellie. 

“And? Have things stopped happening to him?” 

“No...” 

“Then leave him be! You watch, he'll start acting like his old self again 
once we're all settled in Raija’s universe.” 

“T hope so...” 

Albin wrapped his arm around Ryan and patted his shoulder. “Well, 
whenever you feel better, I’ll be here for you.” 

Ryan hugged him even tighter. “I love you guys.” 

“T love you too, and I seriously hope you get better.” 

A moment of silence passed as everyone focused on the song in the 
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background. 

“Hey uh, Raija?” asked Valerie. 

“Yeah?” 

She briefly looked over at her. “What’s a nymtrott...?” 

“Ryan didn’t explain it to you?” 

She looked back at the road. “No, he didn’t.” 

“Oh, uh... well... it’s a monster. That’s all you need to know ‘bout it. 

Valerie quietly chuckled, then sighed a little. “Well I be damned, 
monsters do exist...” 

“No shit Valerie!” snapped Ellie. 

“Hey! You better watch your language!” 

“Your daughter was dating one! Wasn’t that enough proof for you?” 

“Ok, so first of all, watch your attitude!” 

Ellie rolled her eyes. 

“And second of all, isn’t Neowise some specific thing? A monster is 
what you call something from a fairy tale.” 

“This isn’t a damn fairy tale, Valerie!” 

“T know, but what is he?” 

“We're... not sure. He could be like a demon or something.” 

“T think he’s the devil...” said Albin sorrowfully. 

“T wouldn’t be surprised if he actually was...” grumbled Ellie. 

“T mean, think about it. He eats souls, he manipulates people, he 
pretends to be your friend, he misleads you. He might as well be.” 

The car went quiet once again. 

“God...” muttered Ellie. “And there’s tales of him everywhere too, he's 
clearly something significant.” 

Ryan could practically feel the gears turning in Albin’s head. 

“So wait,” said Albin. “If he’s like, this big scary guy, and he’s known 
everywhere. And he came from The Genesis Sea, the place everything is 
created from... Remember what Claus said about, like, these bad things 
happening in other universes?” 

“Uh, yeah?” 

“What if that’s all because of him?” 

Ryan thought back to the large cork board he saw in Claus’ office, the 
one covered with information about Neowise and the forms he might take. 
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He then remembered the list of names he saw carved into the wall, 
somewhere in that lab-like area they found themselves in not too long ago. 

What if Neowise wasn’t just one entity? What if Neowise was simply a 
type of being that wreaked havoc across the multiverse? 

And what if, since he was made of ximorenis, the very thing The 
Genesis Sea was made of... He was the predecessor of all these entities, and 
the source of all the trouble supposedly going on throughout the 
multiverse? 

Ryan decided to speak. “What if there’s multiple of him?” 

Albin gave him a confused look. “What?” 

“Ok, hear me out, ok? What if Neowise is like, part of a species or 
something.” 

“Well, yeah, surprise! Everything is.” said Ellie. “What’s the matter? 
Didn’t pay attention in biology either?” 

“No, like, Neowise is made of ximorenis, and he’s able to manipulate 
matter to his will.” 

“And?” 

“What if he’s going around creating monsters to do his bidding, and 
that’s why he’s known everywhere? What if it’s not all really him, and it’s 
actually the things he’s created? What if he’s some major source of evil in 
the multiverse?” 

Albin and Ellie considered this for a moment. 

“Hmm, I’m not sure.” Said Albin. “I don’t think it’s possible to figure 
him out. It’s like we saw, he’s incomprehensible.” 

“T don’t know,” said Ellie. “Maybe this is why he’s laying low? Maybe 
he’s secretly making something somewhere?” 

Valerie looked tired. “Well, whatever he is, he’s not welcome here, 
and he’s sure as hell not welcome anywhere near my daughter.” 

“Td say so,” muttered Ellie. 

More silence passed. 

“Geez... God!” shouted Valerie. “We have to warn people about him! 
We can’t just leave!” 

“We just can’t stay either!” 

“What do you mean ‘we can’t just stay either’?! He’s a little soul eating 
freak! Think of what he'll do to everyone while we’re gone!” 
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“T know, but think of what he’ll do to Ava if we don’t leave!” 

“But—” 

Raija sat up and looked out the window. “Wait, Valerie—” 

Valerie sighed and looked over at her. “What?” 

“Pull over for a second.” 

“What?! Raija, we’re in the middle of the woods on the 105 and it’s 
late at night! Can’t it wait? We'll be at a charging station in less than a 
horizon!” 

“T saw something, seriously, pull over.” 

“What was it?” 

“Something is blotting out a patch of stars to our left.” 

Valerie looked outside. “Are you serious...?” 

“Very. Pull over.” 

Ryan looked out the window, trying to spot whatever Raija saw. For a 
second, he could’ve sworn he saw something in the sky, but the treeline 
blocked his view of it. 

Valerie pulled the car to the side of the road. “Ok, now what?” 

Raija looked out the window, watching whatever she’d spotted very 
carefully. 

“Raija, now what?” 

“That’s definitely coming towards us.” She unbuckled her seatbelt 
and opened the door. “Turn off the car and head for the trees. Everybody 
out!” 

Albin looked alarmed. “Is it Keshiel?!” 

“T’m not sure. But we can’t risk it. Come on, no time to waste!” 

Everyone got up and left the car as Valerie turned off the engine. 

Albin began nervously looking up at the sky around him as Raija led 
them off into the woods. Ryan couldn’t blame him for feeling so nervous. If 
it wasn’t Keshiel, it was Neowise, and he wasn’t sure which would be better. 

They walked through the ditch and into the dense woods at the side of 
the road. As they did, Ryan began to notice a familiar noise creeping up on 
them. A noise that spelled trouble for the Macapen family every time they 
heard it. 

A quiet hum. Barely noticeable, but most certainly there. It was 
unmistakably the sound of Keshiel’s jet. 
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Ryan shuddered remembering the ‘zyrgia detector’ Kyrie had told 
them about a few days prior. Could they even hide at all? 

“Ok, everyone, find a place to hide and keep close to the ground!” 
commanded Raija. “Stay quiet, if someone shows up, I'll deal with them.” 

Ryan, Ellie, Albin and Valerie walked off deeper into the woods, while 
Raija stayed where she was, looking around. 

It was near pitch black in the woods, but thankfully Valerie had a light 
on her keychain. It wasn’t much, but it prevented them from running into 
trees. 

Eventually, they found an upturned tree and laid down in the cavity 
beneath its roots. As soon as everyone was lying down, Valerie turned off 
her flashlight. 

Everyone huddled up together. Ryan considered praying, but praying 
wasn’t much use when you were a sinner hiding from an angel. 

“T won't let them get you. I promise.” whispered Valerie, wrapping her 
arm around Albin and holding him close. 

The sound of Keshiel’s jet stopped in the distance. If Ryan had to 
guess, he’d landed on the road, which means he definitely would’ve seen 
Valerie’s car. 

They laid there, still and quiet. Ryan could feel his heart beating like a 
drum. He tried his best to listen for footsteps, anything. 

He couldn't hear any sign of them approaching, but in the distance he 
heard a conversation. It was too far away to hear exactly what everyone was 
saying, but it was absolutely Keshiel and his men. 

Suddenly, he heard Raija’s voice, loud and clear. 

“Angel of Lucidus.” She said in a voice so intimidating and 
powerful Ryan felt himself shiver. “Return to where you came, or lead 
your soldiers to their untimely demise.” 

A few more minutes passed, nothing being heard. Either Raija was 
waiting for a response, or was listening to the angels speak. 

“Take just one more step, and Ill have no choice but to rid 
ya’ of your life. You sure your mission is worth dyin’ for, pal?” 

Ryan held his breath. Things were about to get ugly. 

An uproar started in the distance. The sound of gunshots and thunder 
echoed from the direction of the road. 
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“T hope she kills him...” muttered Albin. 

The sounds of the fight continued. Ryan could’ve sworn they’d gotten 
a little closer, but it was hard to tell from where he was. He sat up a little 
and scanned the woods around him. 

In the distance, there were flashes of light between the trees. It looked 
like it was just Keshiel and Raija fighting. Ryan was puzzled. Why would 
Keshiel bother fighting her alone? 

He heard footsteps from somewhere behind him. He turned around 
and saw an angel patrolling through the woods. 

“What is it?” whispered Ellie. 

“It’s an angel, they’re looking for us.” 

As the angel looked around, they pressed a button on the side of their 
visor and it lit up. Ryan felt a deep, chilling fear. That was a zyrgia detector, 
wasn’t it? They were absolutely going to find them. 

But, instead of immediately spotting them and trying to kill them, the 
angel’s visor began to flash between colours rapidly. They winced and 
pressed the button again, saying a few swears under their breath. 

Ryan couldn’t believe his luck. That must’ve been that glitch Kyrie 
mentioned, and it’d come at the perfect time. 

The angel pressed a different button and began to speak. “Flicker is in 
full effect sir, vision is minimal. Awaiting further instructions, over.” 

They stayed where they were with their hand to their helmet, tapping 
their foot as they waited for someone to answer them. 

“Where are they?” asked Albin. 

“Behind us, a few meters or so away. Their scanner’s busted.” 

“Where’s Raija?” 

Ryan looked around. It looked like the fighting had stopped. He 
hoped that was because Keshiel was dead, and not the other way around. 

He then heard someone land next to him. He jumped and turned 
around. Much to his relief, it was Raija. 

She looked a little hurt, and was bleeding in a few spots. But aside 
from that, she seemed perfectly fine. 

“Did you get him?” asked Ellie. 

Raija winced a little. “No, he fled and I lost track of him. But I think 
were Safe for now.” 
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Ryan heard the angel from earlier begin to speak again. “Roger that, 
assuming a different approach. Over.” 

“Shoot... he wasn’t alone,” said Raija. “Hold on, I'll take care of this.” 

She flew over to the angel, who noticed her immediately. 

They pressed the side of their helmet again. And began to back up. 
“E-enemy goddess located, a-awaiting orders.” 

“Listen ‘ere, ok? Either you either get lost, or I’m gonna forced to kill 
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ya’. 

The angel stood their ground, looking visibly nervous. They pressed 
the button again. “I repeat, enemy goddess located. Awaiting orders.” 

“You know what? I'll give ya’ to the count of three. One,” 

The angel got a horrified look on their face. “C-could you repeat that, 
sir?” 

“Two, I'd seriously start runnin’ if I were you.” 

“Sir, if- if I maintain my position, I’ll-” 

“Three!” 

Raija grabbed the angel and sent a powerful surge of electricity 
through them. They cried out in agony, bolts of lightning dancing all 
around their body. 

Raija let go of them, and the angel fell to the ground, dead. 

“Gosh these angels are somethin’ stupid.” she remarked, looking at 
the angel’s charred corpse. “Stayed here and died all ‘cause of some dumb 
ol’ order.” 

As she stood there a shadow started to loom over her. She looked up 
and saw Keshiel’s jet hovering just above the tree line. 

Before anyone could react, Keshiel began to fire on them. Things 
exploded all around them and burst into flames as the jet shot at them. 

“Shoot! Everybody run!” shouted Raija. 

Everyone got up and ran away from the fire. Ryan dove behind a tree 
with Ellie, and Albin hid behind a rock. Valerie sat down behind a different 
tree. 

The forest was glowing with fire now, and Raija was busy dodging 
shots from Keshiel. Ryan watched it all happen in terror. Sure, Raija could 
easily kill an angel, but could she take down a whole jet? 

It was then he spotted the absolute last thing he wanted to see. 
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On a tree branch across from them, eerily lit by the glow of flaming 
trees, was Siglex. He was sitting all by himself. But instead of looking at 
Ryan this time, he was looking directly at Albin. 

Ryan felt a horrible feeling of dread building up in the pit of his 
stomach. He’d been so busy thinking about his own fate, he forgot his 
siblings were in a much similar situation. Something bad was about to 
happen to them, and he wasn’t sure if he had the power to stop it. 

Suddenly, he heard a voice from behind them. “Target located.” 

He whipped around just in time to see an angel grab a hold of Albin 
and pull him out of his hiding place. They pressed a gun to the back of his 
head. 

Ryan felt absolutely helpless. He wanted to run out and save him, but 
he knew if he moved at all he’d give away where Ellie was. The last thing he 
wanted to do was get someone killed. All he could do was hope Raija 
noticed what happened. 

Everyone was too scared to move as the angel led Albin towards the 
newly formed opening in the forest. Keshiel’s jet slowly began to land. 

Raija, confused, looked around and noticed the angel with Albin. “Oh 
no you don’t!” 

She sped towards them and they began to fire at her. She dodged a 
few of their shots and lunged at them. She tried to pry Albin from their 
hands, but they fought against her as hard as they could. 

She almost had him, when she noticed Keshiel quietly walking up 
behind her. 

In Keshiel’s hands was a strange looking gun, much different looking 
than the one he was using before. As he held it, its bright red glow slowly 
went from its usual colour to a bright magenta, like it was charging up. 

Raija turned around, but it was too late. Keshiel put the gun up to her 
head and fired. 

A deafening bang went through the forest and Raija screamed in 
agony, falling to her knees. She clutched her head wincing in pain. 

“Raija!” cried Albin, trying to fight his way out of the angel’s grasp. 

She slowly tried to get up, but Keshiel charged up another shot and 
fired at her again, creating a bang just as loud. 

She screamed again and fell over, lying on her stomach. For a 


moment, Ryan was scared Keshiel had killed her, but she seemed to be 
weakly breathing. 

Keshiel pinned her down with his foot. “Listen here, goddess. You 
have no right to meddle in Lucidus’ divine plan!” 

“And you have no right to kill innocent children...” said Raija weakly. 

“You as a goddess should know very well how sinful they are. You’d 
make for a poor leader...” he knelt down and pressed his gun to her head. 
“This world belongs to the holy, the strong, and the powerful! And them 
only!” he shouted. “The lord has commanded me to purify this world, one 
sin at a time, until nothing but utmost perfection exists! Darkness was a 
fatal error in our world’s creation, and we are undoing it! That is the lord’s 
will, and if you don’t follow it, you have less than a place here!” 

“T was getting them out of your hair... they’re going to another 
universe, they won’t be an issue anymore. P-please... h-have mercy on their 
poor souls...” 

Keshiel laughed. “Moving a problem around doesn’t get rid of it, you, 
stupid, blasphemous fool.” He shot her in the back of the head, this time 
with a much lighter shot. “You’d best stop talking if you wish to keep your 
conscious.” 

Raija had noticeable trouble breathing as Keshiel finally got off of her. 

Keshiel then turned to Albin and took him from the angel that had 
him, grabbing him by the neck. Ryan could see Albin physically shaking as 
Keshiel tightened his grip on him. 

“T’ve waited way too long for this.” Keshiel slammed Albin into the 
ground full force and pinned him down with his foot. “For three years I’ve 
tracked you down. For three years, I’ve driven myself insane trying to find 
you. If it wasn’t against my orders, I’d be sure to give you a long and painful 
death for how much you've inconvenienced me...” he summoned his 
khopesh and grinned. “But that’s all the lord specified, after all. For you to 
be alive. Nothing says I can’t disfigure you a bit first.” 

“No! Please! I’m sorry!” cried Albin. “Have mercy! Please!” 

“Oh no, I can’t do that.” Keshiel chuckled. “The lord didn’t ask for 
mercy, did he?” 

He raised his khopesh, preparing to strike. 

Ryan looked away and closed his eyes as tight as they could possibly 
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go. He couldn't bear to watch this. 

He heard the sound of Keshiel swinging his khopesh, and Albin 
screaming in agony and begging him to stop. He hoped whatever Keshiel 
was doing to him wasn’t too bad, but he couldn’t bring himself to look. 

Ryan began to cry. They’d run so far, for so long, and now Albin was 
paying the price for it. He wanted to run out and stop all of it, but he 
couldn't risk putting Ellie’s life in danger. 

He felt Ellie reach for him and hug him. He wouldn’t dare open his 
eyes, but he could tell Ellie was crying as well. 

After an excruciatingly long moment, Keshiel stopped. Ryan prepared 
himself for whatever he was about to see and opened his eyes. 

Albin was lying on the ground, covered in blood with an alarming 
amount of slash marks across his chest. He was shaking all over. 

Keshiel picked him up by one of his wings. “I would’ve cut these damn 
things off if only I had the time.” he clenched his teeth. “You don’t deserve 
them, you vile fucking rat.” 

“What shall we do with the others?” asked one of the angels that was 
with Keshiel. 

Keshiel looked around. “Just leave them. I’m beginning to sense a 
rather unsettling presence nearby. We’d best make haste before we find out 
what it is.” 

“And the goddess?” 

“She’s of no use to us. Leave her to dwell in the consequences of her 
misguided sin.” 

“Very well.” 

Keshiel started walking back to his jet, dragging Albin behind him. 

Ryan watched Albin get taken away in helpless despair as the forest 
burned around them. As Keshiel dragged Albin into the jet, Ryan sat down 
and buried his face in his arms. 

Ellie and Ryan held eachother tightly. They sat there in silence, crying 
harder than they’d ever done before in their lives. 

Once they were absolutely sure Keshiel was gone, Ryan slowly let go. 

He slammed his fist into the ground. “God DAMNIT!” he hollered. 

“T know...” said Ellie, trying her best to reassure him. 

“We went through all this and now he’s gone! Why couldn’t they just 
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leave us the hell alone?!” 

“I... [don’t know...” 

“T can’t take it anymore. I can't. I’ve lost too much.” 

“I know how you feel, it’s ok.” 

“No you don’t! You don’t know what I’m going through! I’ve lost my 
home, my arm, my life! And now they just took my brother! I’ve fucking 
had it!” 

Ellie remained quiet, probably because she was unsure of how to 
respond. 

She then sighed and gently patted him on the shoulder. “’m gonna 
see if Valerie and Raija are alright. Stay here, ok?” 

Ryan didn’t respond. He turned around and silently watched her walk 
towards Raija, who was still lying on her chest on the ground. 

“Hey,” Ellie gently nudged her. “You ok?” 

Raija moved a little and groaned. “N-no...” she used all her strength to 
lift herself off the ground, and sat down, looking visibly tired from doing so. 
“Them bastards got me good...” 

From where he was sitting, Ryan could see a horrible mark burned 
right into Raija’s back. It was charred completely black from how much it’d 
been hit by Keshiel’s fire. 

“Will you be ok? Do we need to take you back home or anything?” 

“No, I should be fine in a bit. I just need to rest...” she coughed a little. 
“I’m sorry I couldn’t protect ya'll. I underestimated their strength and 
intelligence...” 

“Don’t apologize, you tried your best, it’s ok.” 

“No it isn't... your little brother is gone, and it’s all because I failed 
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you. 

“No! Don’t say that! I... ’m sure we can do something.” 

Raija sighed. “I hope so...” 

Ellie then walked over to Valerie’s hiding spot. “Hey Val... are you 
ok?” 


There was no response. 

“T know... L.. actually, I don’t, but... ’m here.” 

There was something that sounded like a sniffle. If Ryan had to guess, 
Valerie was crying quite heavily. 
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“Well... we can’t stay here. It’s way too dangerous for that.” 

Valerie slowly got up and followed Ellie. She then knelt down by Raija 
and hugged her. “Thank you for trying...” she said softly. 

Raija didn’t respond, and just gently hugged her back. 

Ellie walked over to Ryan. “Well, we’d better get going now.” she 
wiped a few tears out of her eyes. “Nothing to stay here for...” 

Ryan got up without a word and followed her and the others out of 
the woods. 

When they reached the car again, the entire forest around them was 
up in flames, and a thick smoke filled the air above them. If Ryan had to 
guess, the fire department was already well on its way. But that didn’t make 
him feel any better. 

They got back in the car. Valerie just rested her head on the wheel and 
cried. There was a long, agonizing silence. 

Finally, Ellie began to speak. “What do we do now...?” 

“T don’t know, Ellie.” mumbled Valerie, barely audible from how 
heavily she was crying. 

“We can’t just leave him... But I’m not sure what we can do about 
them anyways...” 

Ryan buried his face in his hands, deep in thought. 

“Tm afraid we’re dealing with a set of unstoppable forces,” said Raija. 
“Not much I can do alone...” 

“So... that’s it, isn’t it? Albin’s gone, and we'll never get him back. It’s 
over. We went through all this for nothing.” 

“T hate to say it, but... it’s best we move on without him and properly 
mourn him lat—” 

“No.” Interrupted Ryan. 

“What?” 

“T said, no.” 

“What do you mean ‘no’?!” snapped Ellie. “What do you expect us to 
do?!” 

“Tm not just leaving him. I don’t care what any of you say.” 

“But—” 

“T traveled between universes, came toe to toe with that ugly bastard 
Neowise, lost my arm, lost three whole years I could’ve spent here, lost...” 
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Ryan just barely managed to catch himself and avoid mentioning what he 
wanted to say next. “I’ve lost everything, ok? I’ve gone through so damn 
much just to protect him, and I am not giving up on him. I don’t care what 
it takes.” 

“Ryan, you'll get us all killed!” complained Ellie. “Look, I want him 
back as much as you do, but it’s not going to happen. Besides, as things are, 
there’s nothing we can—” 

“No! Shut up! Keshiel would be taking him to Iovi, Claus might know 
where Iovi is, and that’d lead us to Albin.” 

“And then what, we all get shot?” 

“Tl think of something.” 

“No you wont. We’re staying here.” 

Ryan felt an intense anger stirring inside him. He tried his best to 
calm himself down and continued. “Ellie. Listen. We have a chance to save 
him. We’ve survived everything else, it’s worth the risk to at least try.” 

“No it isn’t! We'll get killed! Ryan, you don’t understand, trying to 
save Albin would be suicide.” 

Ryan quietly chuckled. He wished he could tell her. “I don’t care, 
Ellie.” 

Ellie loudly groaned. “I’m not letting you get yourself killed, whether 
you like it or not!” 

Ryan quietly checked his pocket, making sure Ellie didn’t see. Much 
to his relief, the key to Claus’s office was still in there, the exact place he’d 
hidden it earlier- just in case. 

He’d hate to just run off on her, especially when an entire forest was 
burning around them and Valerie was still busy grieving, but it wasn’t like 
he had a choice. He wasn’t going to give up on Albin, he just couldn't. 

He got out of the car and ran as far as he could as fast as possible. 

He couldn’t afford to let Ellie catch him, even if it meant putting his 
life in danger. 

“Ryan! Wait! Come back!” Shouted Ellie, getting out of the car to 
chase after him. “Where the hell are you going?!” 

Ryan didn’t slow down, and instead took the key out of his pocket. He 
pressed the button and a gate opened in front of him. He took one final look 
back, just to see how close Ellie was to him. 


Ellie reached him and tackled him to the ground. ‘Damnit! You 
fucking idiot! Don’t you remember the universe delay?! You could be gone 
for years if you leap through that thing!” 

“Do I look like I care?!” 

Ellie got up, now holding onto the front of Ryan’s shirt. “You'll be 
leaving all of us behind! We had a plan, and you’re about to ruin it!” 

“How do you think Albin would feel if he heard you saying this? 
Making up excuses so you can leave him to die?” 

Ellie groaned and buried her face in her hands. “Ryan, I know, but—” 

“Our plan was to get everyone to safety, and that’s what I’m doing.” 

They heard Valerie’s car drive up to them and stop. 

Raija got out, still visibly hurt and walking with a slight limp. “What 
are you two doing?! You can’t just run off on me like this!” 

“Tm getting Albin back!” shouted Ryan. 

“By going to another universe?!” 

“T’m going to see Claus! He should be able to help us.” 

“Now how do you expect him to stop an army of angry angels?!” 

“Tl think of something. Please, just let me go.” 

Raija sighed. 

“Please, let me at least try.” 

“Fine. But I’m coming with you. You'll get killed if you face em’ 
alone.” 

“What?!” exclaimed Ellie, spinning around to face Raija. “You can’t be 
serious right now!” 

“There’s no talking Ryan out of this, the least we can do is help him.” 

“Tt’s not my fault he’s dense!” 

“He’s not dense, Ellie, he’s brave. And I find that very honorable.” 

“But we can’t just leave Valerie! What’s she supposed to do?!” 

Raija looked back at Valerie, then back at Ellie and Ryan. “Hold ona 
minute.” She walked over to the car. 

Ellie looked back towards Ryan and gave him a death stare. She 
opened her mouth to say something, but then stopped herself. Whatever 
she wanted to say, it probably wasn’t the best idea to say it in front of their 
aunt. 

So, instead of whatever she wanted to say, she turned away from him 


and muttered “Dumbass.” with clenched teeth and her hands curled into 
fists. 

Raija tapped on the window of the car, and Valerie rolled it down. 

She leaned in a little. “Hey, I’m real sorry but we have to go again.” 

Valerie looked dejected. 

“T know, but it’s for a good reason. We're gettin’ Albin back for ya'll.” 

Valerie didn’t respond. 

“T promise, everyone will come back alive. I won’t let anything happen 
to them, ‘kay?” 

“Ok...” said Valerie quietly. 

“Tf we’re not back by the end of a month,” Raija reached into her 
pocket and took out the key to her universe. “Use this. Take everyone there, 
my ma will help ya'll. We'll meet ya’ there eventually, but it shouldn’t come 
to that.” 

“What do I do now...?” 

“Drive back home, tell everyone what happened. We'll meet up with 
ya’ at your place once we're all done, k’?” 

“Ok...” 

Valerie began to pull out. 

“Oh! Wait! Just one last thing,” 

Valerie stopped the car and Raija opened the trunk. She took out 
Ryan and Ellie’s things. “Ok, now you’re good to go. Good luck out there.” 

“You too...” 

Valerie drove down the road and out of sight. 

Raija walked back towards them and handed them their bags. “Ok, 
ready when you are.” 

Ryan looked towards Ellie, waiting for her input. 

She glared at him. “If I die, I’m coming back to kill you.” 

He laughed. “It won’t come to that,” he took a step towards the gate, 
then looked back at her, managing a smile. “Come on, let’s go get our little 
brother back.” 
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EPILOGUE 


Smoke on the horizon 


It was roughly 1:15 at night when the alarms at the fire station went 
off. Apparently, despite being so late at night, despite being a clear day, and 
the risk of forest fires being relatively low the last few weeks, there was a 
massive blaze out near Robsart. 

It'd been one of many bizarre events on Vesta in the past few years, 
but nobody noticed the pattern. If you were to ask just about anyone, they’d 
surely tell you nothing was wrong. 

Major Afify was an experienced firefighter as well as a rescue worker 
with well over thirty years of service under his belt. He’d helped provide for 
people during The Great Famine in his early years, saved countless people 


from burning buildings, got thousands of kids unstuck from things, and 
even saved a handful of sailors from sinking ships. 

There wasn’t much that Major hadnt‘ seen in his fifty five years on the 
planet, and he expected it to be just like any other call when he put on his 
gear that night. 

He found it rather odd that a fire had started this far away from 
civilization. Usually, when one started out in the middle of nowhere on a 
clear night like this, especially during the summer, it was a couple of 
careless kids and a campfire that were responsible. 

But this spot was at least an hour or so away, and in the middle of 
nowhere. The woods there were quite thick as well, too thick to do much of 
anything in them. 

This led Major to suspect some form of arson, but that begged the 
question. Why here out of all places? There wasn’t much to burn besides 
trees, and everyone knew how crucially they needed those. 

Perhaps there was a lone house somewhere in the woods down an 
unmarked road, and whoever was inside left their stove on, or had an 
accident with their fireplace. The more he thought of it, the more plausible 
the answer became. 

A majority of Vesta’s population came from a group of people living 
off the grid in the old world. They’d been there in Vesta even before The 
Blinding hit, and helped Anwyll and the other survivors adjust to their new 
lifestyle when they arrived. It’d only make sense for a handful of people to 
follow that age old tradition, even eight thousand years later. 

Major just hoped he could get out to the fire in time to save whoever 
might’ve accidentally started it. Things could go south quickly being alone 
in a blaze like that. 

And besides, it was just his job to stop the fire and save whoever was 
trapped in it, not to consider the legality of how it was started in the first 
place. 

Major was driving a smaller pickup truck behind the larger, main 
trucks with most of the equipment. An ambulance was trailing behind him, 
just in case. 

His long time coworker, Renny, was sitting in the seat next to him. 
Renny was in his mid forties, and had joined the fire department roughly 


ten years earlier. He and Major had been together on almost every case to 
the point where it felt weird without him there whenever he stayed home 
sick. 

Even though they came from very different pasts, Major would 
consider him and Renny best friends- brothers even. They’d often hang out 
after calls and watch pre-recorded sports games together- it’d been a 
tradition for years now. Major already had a game picked for when they got 
back to the station. 

Just as the glow of fire began to appear up the road in front of them, 
Major spotted a small car leaving the area. As it sped by, he saw a woman, 
about in her 30s, with tears streaming down her face. Nobody else was in 
the car. 

“Gee, looks like someone’s in the wrong place at the wrong time...” 
commented Renny. 

Major watched them drive past, then focused back on the road. 
“Wonder what happened to them.” 

“Tf I had to guess, they're just overwhelmed. Id be too if I wasn’t 
following eight trucks filled with water.” 

Major chuckled a little. “Well, that’s only fair. I just hope whoever it is 
gets home safely.” 

He followed the others over the hill and into the fire. Thankfully, the 
fire wasn’t too big yet. They'd gotten lucky and found it before it got out of 
control. If he had to guess, it’d only take them two or so hours to put it all 
out. It’d be tough, but it wasn’t the worst he and Renny had seen. 

The large truck in front of him pulled over, and Major stopped his 
pickup truck behind it. 

He got out and put his helmet and gloves on, then made his way over 
to everyone else with Renny following close behind him. Even though it was 
relatively small for a forest fire, the fire was unusually fierce for an accident, 
it was like it’d been lit with gasoline. 

“Good lord, it’s a bad one alright.” Major remarked. 

Renny cracked his knuckles, then stretched his arms a little. “Gonna 
be a loooong night. Don’t be mad if I fall asleep during the baseball game 
tonight.” 

“T won't. Believe me, I'll probably end up doing the same thing.” 
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The two of them laughed. 

As Major helped his coworkers unravel a hose, he began to feel 
unexplainably unsettled. Maybe it was the time of night, how bizarre the 
fire was, or him just being tired in general, he wasn’t sure. He tried to shake 
it off and continued on with what he was doing. 

They began their journey into the woods, splitting up, hoses in hand. 
Like usual, Renny came along with him to make sure nothing went wrong. 
However, midway through, Renny stopped and turned around. 

Major briefly stopped. “What is it?” 

“Oh, someone’s calling me I think. You continue on, I’ll meet up with 
you in a minute.” 

“Ok, see you then.” he waved to Renny and watched him trace the 
path back. 

Major continued on further into the blaze. 

Everything was as expected for the first five or so minutes. Burning 
trees, intense heat, tons of smoke and sparks flying everywhere. Nothing he 
hadn’t seen before. 

But after extinguishing another row of trees, Major came to a bizarre 
opening in the woods. It looked almost as if an explosion went off from how 
many trees were cleared. The ground was covered in what looked to be blast 
marks. 

He'd, of course, seen many incidents like this before, even if it was an 
uncommon sight on Vesta. 

Even with the last gas powered machines being scrapped well over a 
thousand years prior, and gasoline being rather scarce due to the same 
resource crisis, explosions did happen. 

Somebody could be playing around with fireworks, underestimate 
their ability to set off eachother, and end up creating an explosion much 
more massive than intended. 

But he doubted anyone would set fireworks off here out of all places. 
Besides, the closer he looked, the more he began to realize the marks were 
definitely not from fireworks. 

He decided to just ignore what he saw, and continued extinguishing 
the fire around him. There was a job to do, after all. 

And that’s when he saw something out of the corner of his eye. 
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As soon as he saw it, he jumped and spun around, nearly spraying it 
with his hose. 

Standing- no, floating just above the ground about twenty meters 
away from him, right in the middle of the fire, was a mysterious figure with 
wings and what looked like a small pair of horns. 

They seemed unaffected by the raging fire, and were just floating 
there, barely even moving their wings, looking around. They softly landed, 
and began to walk, slowly pacing around. 

Major felt unbelievably tense. He wasn’t sure who- or what he was 
looking at, but they could’ve very well started the fire. It would be in his 
best interests to ask what they were doing there, but he had an incredibly 
bad feeling about them. 

He slowly approached them, trying not to get their attention. He at 
least wanted to know what they were before he asked them why they were 
here. 

As he walked closer, he noticed the wings on their back were a 
brilliant azure blue, and the horns on their head were bright yellow. There 
was no denying that both the wings and horns were actually attached to 
them, and that them floating wasn’t a trick of the eye. 

The person looked surprisingly young, about 15 or so, but dressed in 
such a shockingly strange way that Major had to stare at them for a second 
to confirm what he saw. Easily, the most peculiar part of their outfit was the 
glowing red necklace- or, at least, it looked that way. The glowing could’ve 
just been some odd lighting caused by the fire for all he knew. 

As if the encounter couldn’t get any weirder, the boy noticed him. 
Their eyes had to be the most bizarre thing about them, Major couldn’t 
even begin to imagine what would cause someone’s eyes to look that way. 
They were such an unbelievably intense, vibrant blue, and their pupils 
reflected the light of the fire around them, almost like an animal’s. 

It was then he realized that whoever this boy was, they were the 
reason he felt so unsettled before. Just their presence was extremely off 
putting, unnatural even. 

But, against his better judgment, and putting his fears aside, Major 
calmly, yet carefully approached them. Even now, he wasn’t the type of 
person to judge off appearance, he just wanted to help and protect people- 
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and that’s exactly why he became a firefighter. 

As Major approached the boy, they continued staring at him, looking 
almost confused. 

Finally, they spoke. “Why are you here?” 

Major’s fears immediately diminished. That was an absolutely 
ridiculous question to ask a firefighter in the middle of a forest fire. 

He tried his best not to burst out laughing, then responded. “I’m here 
to put out this fire, lad. It’s my job.” 

“Oh. Ok.” 

“Now, I can’t help but ask, why exactly are you here?” 

“Tm looking for someone.” 

Major felt a jolt of excitement. Finally! A lead! Maybe they had info 
about where exactly the fire started? “Is that so? Well, any clue where they 
could be?” 

The boy thought for a moment. As they did, it dawned upon Major 
that the boy was alarmingly calm for someone walking around unprotected 
in the middle of a fire. 

Before he could say anything about it, the boy responded. “I heard 
them fly off somewhere, somewhere up there.” they pointed up to the stars. 
“Probably all the way to heaven.” 

“Oh... I...” Major wasn’t sure what exactly to say. Part of him always 
expects things like this while on a call, but the way the boy had brought it 
up so casually- it caught him off guard. “I’m deeply sorry for your loss.” 

They looked back at him and smiled a little. “Don’t be. I’ll find him.” 

Now Major was just confused. They showed no signs of grief, and now 
they insisted that they’d ‘find’ whoever had died in the fire. He thought 
about it, and eventually came to a somewhat understandable conclusion. 

They must’ve been trying to personally investigate a death and find 
the body themselves, and for whatever reason, weren’t the best at saying it. 

But that didn’t matter, the boy would only get themself hurt doing 
such a thing, and it was in their best interests to stop. 

“Now listen, I know you must be very invested in all of this to come 
out here now out of all times, but you’d better head on home before you get 
hurt, ok?” he gestured for the boy to follow him. “Come on, let’s take you 
home. I can’t waste time out here.” 


A13 


The boy looked puzzled. “Huh? No no! No worries! I won’t be here 
long. I already know where they went, I just want to see what happened 
here first.” 

“Well, you can see that on the news tomorrow. We'll get this whole 
place extinguished by morning. You'll only get hurt if you stick around here, 
come on.” 

Major began walking away, but the boy didn’t move. They went back 
to looking up at the stars and were now tracing their finger along the sky, as 
if quietly calculating something. 

“Listen, come on, we can’t stay here.” 

The boy didn’t answer, they looked deep in thought. 

Major sighed a little. Out of all the times he had to carry someone out 
of a fire, this had to be the most ridiculous by far. He walked over to the boy 
and scooped them up into his arms. 

Much to his alarm, the boy wasn’t much heavier than a sheet of paper. 
It caught him off guard, and he had to catch his balance to avoid falling 
straight into the fire with them. 

The boy looked surprised. “Oh! Uh...” 

“Don’t worry, we'll figure out where your uh... friend is. You'll be the 
first to know, ok?” 

“No, I-” 

Renny stepped out into the clearing. “Major! You can’t just leave the 
hose on the ground like this!” 

“T know, I know.” he walked towards Renny. “I found someone, that’s 
all.” 

Renny looked surprised. “Wow, out here?” 

“Yeah, they say they’re looking for someone. I’m not sure who it is, if 
they’re dead or alive, or even anywhere near here. But, I found this guy, and 
that’s enough I think.” 

Renny went quiet for a moment as he looked at the boy, then lightly 
shook his head. Major knew exactly what he was thinking, he couldn’t 
shake the unsettling aura either. 

Renny then reached for the boy. “Here, why don’t I take them back 
for you?” 

“That'd be great.” Major gently passed the boy to Renny. 
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Once the boy was in his arms, Renny stumbled a little. “Woah! 
They’re light!” 

“Yeah, it’s nuts! I hope he’s not malnourished or anything...” 

“Well, whatever’s up with him, I’m sure we'll figure it out once he’s 
back to safety.” Renny ruffled the boy’s hair and smiled. 

He started to walk away, but Major stopped him. “Wait, just one last 
thing- I wanna ask him something.” 

“Sure,” Renny stopped and turned around. 

Major walked up to the boy, then grabbed their necklace. They looked 
noticeably scared as he did, though he couldn’t think of a single reason why. 
“Where'd you get this? I’ve never seen anything glow like this before...” he 
asked. 

The boy was staring at Major’s hand intensely. “Be careful. The string 
snapped earlier, I don’t know how well it'll hold.” 

“Oh don’t worry! We'll get you a better one back at the station, how’s 
that sound?” 

The boy tensed up even more. “No. Leave it alone.” 

“I could probably even fix it for you back at the truck, actually. What’s 
the issue?” 

“Don't touch it. Let go.” 

“What’s the matter?” 

“Let. Go.” 

Renny began to back up, though Major didn’t notice. 

“T don’t understand, what are you so upset about?” 

“LET GO!” hollered the boy beginning to move about in Renny’s 
arms. 

Surprised, Renny stepped back even faster, and lost their footing on a 
branch. He fell backwards while holding the boy. 

But Major didn’t let go of the necklace. 

As Renny fell over, the necklace around the boy’s neck snapped off. 

Immediately, the boy did something Major would never find the 
words for. 

The boy seemed to become nothing more than a confusing mess of 
colours and shapes, none of which Major could identify. He couldn’t even 
begin to process what he was looking at, it hurt his head just trying to do so. 
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It was like he was looking at something that wasn’t supposed to exist, and 
reality itself was trying to erase it. 

Renny let out a blood curdling scream as whatever it was seemed to 
sink into him and spread through him. Major backed up, terrified. Out of all 
his years of service, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever been more scared than he 
was then. 

The bizarre substance danced around Renny more and more, like 
some bizarre cross between a fire, water, a growing plant- and yet like none 
of that at all. 

“HELP!” screamed Renny, almost unintelligible from how crazed his 
screaming had become. “OH GOD! O-OH GOD! HELP ME! PLEASE!” 

Major wasn’t sure what to do- he’d never seen anything even remotely 
like this before. And the boy- where even were they?! Was that substance 
them somehow?! What happened to them?! 

The mass of colours and lights began to form into a shape, almost 
human like, then fell again, spreading through Renny even more. Renny’s 
deranged and agonized screaming turned from a recognizable language, to 
something that could only be described as the agonized wailing and yowling 
of an injured animal. 

The shape rose again, and stayed still, slowly becoming more and 
more understandable. Renny’s cries faded, turning into a quiet, weakened 
croak. 

Whatever it was, it slowly began to reshape into some sort of form. 
The fleeting times Major could understand it, it was a shapeless mess of 
blood, horrifically deformed and torn flesh, and twisted and shattered bone. 

Major backed up even more. “W-what the hell are you?!” 

The boy’s shape was unstable and seemed to fluctuate between being 
understandable and not. They- no. It. It wasn’t a boy. It was a monster. It 
stood up and moved away from Renny, who was still covered in that bizarre 
substance, and began to slowly move towards him, melting and reforming 
again with every step it took. 

Major could feel his heart pounding in his chest. What was it?! Some 
sort of alien?! A demon even?! He didn’t want to know. 

Whatever it was seemed to fall over and let out a deafening, horrific 
screech, fusing with the ground below it. 
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When it got back up again, it made a weird gurgling sound, then 
began to speak. “G-give... it... b-back...” 

Without hesitation, Major threw the necklace at it and backed up so 
fast he fell onto his back. The monster grabbed it as fast as it could, and 
began to reshape. 

Wild colours and shapes danced around, until they took the form of 
the boy, now on its hands and knees, breathing heavily. It was wearing the 
necklace again. 

Major stayed where he was, paralyzed by fear. 

It stayed there, still. Major felt extremely tense as he watched it. What 
was it going to do? What did it just do? What even was it at all? Why’d it 
need the necklace so bad? 

Finally, the monster looked up at him, and began to get up. 

Major didn’t move. 

It stared at him, as quiet and unmoving as a brick wall. Major was 
unable to read its expression, the shadows obscured its face in such a way 
where it was impossible to see what emotion it could possibly be feeling. 

Then, thankfully, it looked up at the sky and took off into the air so 
fast the forest around it shook. 

Major watched it fly off into the night, stunned. What the absolute 
hell was that?! Even worse, he couldn’t get the colours he just saw out of his 
head, they’d left a painful hole in his memory. 

It had to be some sort of demon, it just had to be. There was no other 
explanation. It must’ve started the fire. 

He looked over at Renny, who wasn’t moving anymore. “R-Renny...?” 

There was no response. 

He slowly got up and walked over. 

What he saw would scar him much worse than the bizarre substance 
ever would. 

Renny’s entire lower half had been fused with the ground in an 
incredibly violent and disturbing way. Major couldn’t even describe it- he 
didn’t want to. It was like he’d been put through a blender, but some of his 
body was still vaguely intact. 

Mercifully, it didn’t seem like Renny was alive very long after it’d 
subsided. His face was cold and lifeless, a look Major was all too familiar 
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with, and dreaded ever seeing on his beloved coworker’s face. 

He remembered standing there for what felt like an hour. He couldn’t 
remember what he felt. Sad? Scared? Angry? He couldn’t ever tell. 

He didn’t even bother with the rest of the call- or telling anyone 
where he went. He just got in his pickup truck and drove straight home 
without a word. 

The next day, people found Renny. It was the top headline in every 
newspaper. ‘Firefighter found mangled beyond description.’, ‘Horrific death 
near Robsart.’, ‘A death that defies all logic.’ 

As the investigation continued, Major secluded himself. He couldn’t 
bear to hear about it anymore. Every time it came up, he was reminded of 
those painful colours that had been burned into his mind. 

Eventually, the investigation led to Major, and an interview was 
arranged. He was the only witness, he had no choice but to talk with them. 

But that fateful day, when the news reporters came to his house and 
asked him all their questions, Major only gave one response: 

“T met the devil himself out in those woods that night, and he took a 
part of me with him. We’re living in the end times, I’m afraid. Nothing we 
can do but prepare, and beg the lord to forgive us. May the lord be with you 
when the light comes, and may he be with us all...” 

And with that, he closed the door and locked it. The news never got 
any more from him, every call they made went to the answering machine. 

Soon, after three days of getting nowhere, the case faded from the 
public eye, and almost everyone seemed to forget about it. Though, Major’s 
words echoed on. Small groups of people believed him, and began 
spreading the message in the streets, but to no avail. 

Nobody would listen. Nobody wanted to listen. 

Everyone went on their day to day lives, unbothered. The world 
wasn't about to end, monsters weren’t real, and most of all, the devil wasn’t 
hiding out in the woods. 

Nobody knew how wrong they were. 

The only thing they were really right about was the ‘devil’ Major was 
referring to, for he wasn’t in the woods after all. 

He was silently on the move in the skies above Vesta, with a new 
target in his sights. 
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And there was nothing they, or anyone, could do to stop him. 
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END OF BOOK 1 


The story continues in.. 


wr AnSod Gia 


THANK YOU FOR 
READING! 


I seriously appreciate that you made it too the end! Feel free to send me 
feedback or ask questions, I’m always willing to answer! (if said questions 
don’t cross into spoiler territory, of course.) 

If you want to support this series, please consider sharing this book with 
your friends or family! Every bit helps! 


For updates and other tidbits, check out my site at 
https://tatzelworks.neocities.org/ 


Any links or whatever from older versions of this PDF, or any previous 
socials should be ignored, as none of them are checked nor updated 
anymore. 


Cheers, and safe travels! - Fester. 
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his work draw many inspirations from the various chaotic events that have 
been going on all his life. 


422 


